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During the writing of this book, life’s rhythms claimed their casualties and the mourning of those passings could not help but find their places, however subliminal, in the words that the author chose. And so I must especially lament:

JAMES HENRY WEBB, SR., 1917-1997, my hero, mentor, and forever friend. Fierce but shyly tender, self-educated singer of grand poems, proud to the grave of the uniform in which he served our nation as pilot and missile pioneer, he constantly amazed me with a mammoth intellect that was never fully recognized or adequately rewarded, other than through its impact on those he left behind. I miss you, Dad.

PETER BRAESTRUP, 1929-1997, quiet, gruff, and earnest, possessed of an unbending honesty, among the best and brightest who from Yale served Corps and country and was wounded as a rifle platoon commander in Korea. A fearless combat correspondent, the unsung Ernie Pyle of the Vietnam War, and a great friend.

THOMAS W. MARTIN, JR., 1947-1997, squad leader and truth teller, who fought the enemy in Asia and then the prison of a wheelchair that became its legacy, yielding early into the earth, but, like my father, leaving behind an insistence that the truth can be a majority of one.

And as the days unfold into years that are forever lost, each morning I awaken and remember that bright, faraway Asian hotel, which if life had been different, might have been my refuge in the cruel November that steadily approaches.

And so it goes …


“Think now


History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors

And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions,

Guides us by vanities. Think now

She gives when our attention is distracted

And what she gives, gives with such supple confusions

That the giving famishes the craving. Gives too late

What’s not believed in, or is still believed,

In memory only, reconsidered passion.”



—T. S. ELIOT, “GERONTION”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel is an attempt to bring context to a series of historical events that occurred separately from one another, but became intertwined as the United States and Japan sought to move from the hostilities of World War Two into a new era of cooperation and interdependence. The historical events—the rapes of Nanking and Manila by Japanese troops, Douglas MacArthur’s maneuverings as he solidified his role as the proconsul of Japan, the intense negotiations between MacArthur and the Japanese imperial government over war crimes accountability and the drafting of a comprehensive new Japanese constitution, and the trial of General Tomoyuki Yamashita by a hastily drawn military commission—did occur, and the author has labored to recount them with accuracy. The major historical characters who move the novel did exist, and again the author has labored to retell their involvement in historical events with factual correctness.

But the author wishes to emphasize that this is above all a novel. The impact of one set of historical facts on another involves the author’s own deduction and surmise. Conversations with the fictional characters, and many of the internal motivations laid out in the novel that drive historically known decisions, are the product of the author’s imagination. And all characters, other than the well-known historical figures who inhabit these pages, are fictional. Many people served in the United States Army during and after World War Two. Any resemblance to any other person, either living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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I cannot even think of Manila during the war without drawing in my mind a picture of General Douglas MacArthur. And I cannot do justice to the memory of either him or the war without first visiting Manila Bay.

It was my first order of business on Sunday. I had arrived the evening before, heading from the airport to a new hotel in the business district of Makati, six miles from old Manila. The travel agent who booked my trip had urged me to stay in Makati, praising its newfound opulence at the hands of Chinese and Japanese investors. She did not steer me wrong. Even though I had been in Manila only a few years before, the bright lights of Makati amazed me. A sparkling circular pool marked the horseshoe entrance to the Esmeralda Hotel, at the center of which was a brightly lit fountain that spewed its geysers twenty feet into the air. I was greeted by smiling, white-coated attendants and in the marbled lobby was passed along to an entire squad of greeters, bag lifters, and credit card processors.

They were all very pleasant, and indeed well trained. It was as if I had reached an oasis imported from Las Vegas or possibly Hong Kong. Dinner was exquisite. The Esmeralda was a lovely hotel, but to me it was not very Filipino.

The next morning I hired a car, and even on a Sunday we crawled for more than an hour through a vast mass of congestion and construction just to reach downtown Manila. Stuck in the traffic, my heart played little tricks on me. In February 1945 our military forces had come into Manila along the forerunner of this same road. In front of us, the steadily retreating Japanese had burned and raped and murdered in a final orgy of certain defeat, leaving a hundred thousand corpses strewn like foul garbage among pyres that had once been homes. The sight had filled me with hatred. But Manila, fecund and resilient like its people, had recovered, and Japanese businesses had led the way. The metropolitan suburbs had grown into one congealed, metropolitan morass. Ten million people now choked the streets and byways of the city.

Finally I reached downtown Manila and then the American embassy, its high walls and wide lawn and square white buildings connecting me at once to that other era. Not so long ago the embassy had been its very own oasis, an isolated splendor now lost to the glassy modernity of Hiltons and Nikkos and Esmeraldas. After a little negotiation I managed permission to walk along its flat, sprawling side yard to where a low wall overlooked Manila Bay.

I strode quickly in the lush grass, at first near the buildings and then across the helicopter pad, and finally in the rear where it approached the vistas of the mammoth bay. My chin was raised like a bird dog’s and my heart was racing with excitement, so anxious was I to be near the bay. My strong gait seemed to surprise the young foreign service officer who had been assigned to accompany me. But I was once a fine athlete and have always been sturdy, even in these later years. And no matter. I was mindless of him anyway, uninterested in contemporary travelogue, caught up in a moment long ago.

He persisted, seeking to make conversation. “Are we in a race, Ambassador Marsh? The bay’s not going to disappear, you know.”

He was certainly no Asia hand. I pointed to the sky above the bay. “How long have you been out here? Can you not yet read East Asian weather?”

Indeed, the rain was coming. The air clung to me like a gentle blanket as we walked. The sun fell slowly away behind a thick, viscous bank of pillowy grey clouds, leaving them pink around the edges. The wind started blowing in hot and horizontal from the bay, like the breath of some unseen dragon. I knew from other days that I had better hurry, because soon the sky would become a torrent and the streets would flow like rivers and the bay would disappear from view as completely as if it had become full night.

I had not yet met the new ambassador. A sharp, kind woman who was not yet born the first time I had caught this gaze, she had greeted me in her office despite the holiday, and then insisted that I have full run of the embassy grounds. I am retired now, hardly worthy of such attention, but an unspoken, common bond exists among most ambassadors, present and former, that allows these little courtesies. Since I had represented our country in three different Asian nations over the course of my career, she had graciously overlooked the suddenness of my unannounced arrival and insisted that I tour her grounds, even assigning me this young, irritatingly eager seeing-eye escort. Walking with him toward the wall I decided that his probable assignment was to scoop up my corpse and ring some magic bell should I collapse from the heat.

But it was he who flinched and squirmed under the steaming sky, not I. By the time we reached the wall he was sweat-drenched, working to hide his irritation at having been called away from his air conditioner. He stood impatiently, as if trying to decide how to be useful, then started pointing out hotels and skyscrapers and ships out in the bay, all the proud and promising changes along Manila’s new horizons. And finally I could take it no more.

“Young man,” I said, folding my arms and turning my face out to the sea, “if you don’t mind, I would like to be left quiet and alone.”

Somewhere behind me he disappeared, fading like a polyester ghost toward the embassy, no doubt glad to be relieved of this dubious mission. My eyes did not follow him, nor did I say good-bye. Instead I stood transfixed, consumed not merely by what was before me but by all that I had seen and lost since I first had held this vision. I was looking out into the bay, but I was swallowed like Jonah into the belly of a different time, another world, indeed another person who used to bear my name.

Far against the horizon I could see a faint nipple on the sea that I knew was the island of Corregidor. To its right in my vision, now fading through the mist of the distantly approaching rain, was the Bataan Peninsula. The two landmarks are still sacred to me, an old soldier’s wailing wall. In the cruel months following Japan’s invasion of the Philippines, the overwhelmed American and Filipino soldiers fought a rear-guard action down the peninsula, ending up in a last-ditch defense on Corregidor itself, all the while hoping that reinforcements and resupply might somehow arrive and free them from their devastation. Reinforcements did arrive, but more than two years too late. They had been forced to surrender, then march back up the peninsula under the probing bayonets of the conquering Japanese, and then after that had still waited, starving and tormented in disease-ridden prisoner camps.

If the reinforcements were late, it is fair to say that they arrived when they did only because General Douglas MacArthur had made a promise to these defenders, his own soldiers, when he escaped from Corregidor on a PT boat, and he did not forget them after he traveled to Australia to assume command of the Allies’ southern advance. Once the Philippines were reinvaded MacArthur made a point of liberating the archipelago in its entirety, single-handedly winning a debate against more senior officers who were calling for him to take only a chunk of the distant island of Mindanao for bases and then proceed northward to Formosa.

I did not fight in Bataan or Corregidor, never underwent their terrors, but I was with him after the liberation of Manila as we traveled to the filthy, stench-saturated prisons at Muntinglupa and Santo Tomas, where he greeted the survivors among the soldiers he had left behind. They seemed half human as they stood in their hollow-eyed, pointy-boned, gaunt thousands, staring at their old commander as if he had returned from the dead to anoint them for their suffering. He was at his best on those visits, filled with emotion and bold prose, and when MacArthur was at his best he was better than anyone then alive. They lined up in a pitiful formation for him at Santo Tomas and as he toured their ranks and heard their ragged cheers I understood at least a part of his obsession.

Nearer to me as I stood looking at the bay, perhaps only a mile up to my right, was the elegant old Manila Hotel, which for many years before the war had been MacArthur’s home. Another memory leaped out at me as I peered up the coastline, watching it—the General running up the hotel steps toward his old penthouse as the battle to recapture Manila still raged around us, joining a machine-gun team that was retaking the hotel. His eyes were on fire with fear. It was not fear of death that shone on his face; I was with him constantly during those long months and I never saw him flinch from the thump and crackle of enemy guns. It was the kind of nauseating dread that one feels when the symbols of his very life are being destroyed.

The Japanese, who had taken over his penthouse and used it as a command post, had set it afire as they retreated. Smoke billowed down the stairs as we climbed them. Gunfire erupted steadily, without warning. Bodies of shot enemy soldiers tumbled and fell down the landings. MacArthur had raced forward, impervious. In the living room of his former home the General stepped over a just-dead Japanese colonel who was oozing blood onto the charred carpet and surveyed the rubble and ashes that once had been his defining treasures. He had labored for three years to save them and had arrived only a few minutes too late. Pointing to the smoldering library, where not one book had survived, he managed a wry and yet prophetic observation.

“All the treasures that define us have been destroyed, Jay. Do you understand what I mean? It will never be the same after this war is over.”

I did not understand him then, but I do now. For it was also MacArthur who insisted that the history of the world for the next thousand years would be written in Asia. Looking at the burned books, he had seen beyond all our lives.

I turned yet again, my eyes searching beyond the embassy buildings and then further landward, knowing that nearby were Sampaloc and Quiapo and after that Quezon City. And for the first time I felt the weight of my years and the utter loneliness of a dream that but for my own foolishness would certainly have happened. Yes, I was a young man here. And yes, I was in love. And I did not handle it well. It is an old story, unless you’ve never lived it.

And so I had a mission to fulfill on this trip, one that I had struggled with for more than fifty years. Now that my bones were rattling and my life was mostly lived, I was finally going to see her again. I held no great hopes for this visit, other than perhaps to catch a glimpse of what had been my better self.

Thinking of her I found myself again becoming angry, and I knew the anger was directed within. It was a recent phenomenon for me, this bitter disappointment with the man I had become. Make no mistake, I lived an enormously successful life after World War Two. But there were prices to pay, and I began paying them at Quezon City.

And I paid further at Los Banos. I turned to look southward, where perhaps thirty miles away at a camp near that town, in the middle of the night five months after the war was done, I had been forced to witness the hanging of General Tomoyuki Yamashita. It had been my price for questioning MacArthur’s almighty judgment and his motives. I had seethed mightily as the trapdoor sprung, but it was indeed a brilliant way of reinforcing his infallibility, that I should be ordered to watch and report on all the minutiae of the very action that I had dared to question, and then be rewarded for my acquiescence and continued silence.

Fifty-one years ago, to this very day.

Yes, I learned the importance of symbols and anniversaries from General Douglas MacArthur. And of arrogance and intimidation, both useful tools.

Facing Los Banos, I noticed that my polyestered, seeing-eye foreign service officer escort had returned and had been waiting for me under the eaves or the white embassy building. The young fool caught my gaze and jogged out to me as if summoned. There was a new respect or at least a curiosity in his limpid, moonful face as he reached me.

“I was just talking with the ambassador,” he said breathlessly. “She tells me that you actually knew Douglas MacArthur.”

“I worked for him,” I answered, turning away and looking at the approaching rain.

“What was he like?”

“I just felt a drop of rain,” I said, avoiding his question, for it is one that I have seldom seen fit to answer.

My silence proceeds from a small but insistent conceit. Many people have claimed that they knew Douglas MacArthur. I knew him better than any of them and so I must say that all of them were wrong. Because I knew him not at all.

The General, as he demanded to be called, had no friends. Born like a crown prince to an earlier and equally mighty general, he was from his first breath a creature of the army’s rigid structure. People came in categories. There were superiors, who must be wheedled, impressed, and at the proper moment defied. Next came peers, to be intimidated, secretly probed, and then defeated in pursuit of rank and honors. Below them were subordinates, who owed the Great Man flawless performance, unquestioning loyalty, and frequent adulation.

Then out beyond the khaki-sentried gates, on the other side of the bugles and the camp fires, lived the grey, foreign “other world,” a place never, even in his dotage, to be actually lived in but always to be tolerated. For who but they could paint his glory upon the canvas of the nation’s history? These Other Worlders were in his mind a mixed and unhappy bunch, all in need either of his blanket or his sword—unknowing and undisciplined civilians, scheming, malleable politicians, oppressed peoples with their rice bowls and empty hands stretched hopelessly into the air. And the blood enemies—the most honorable of them marching toward him through fields of muck with their weapons at the ready, the truly contemptible among them armed only with cameras that needed to be tricked or notepads to be lied into.

And finally, always in his waking thoughts like the summer sun’s warmest aurora, was his mother, Pinky. Pinky was the only person who had ever truly known MacArthur. Indeed she was the very force that created him, not merely in the flesh but in the always unsettled, reaching maw of his yearning and domineering spirit. She had lost her two other sons, one to disease and the other to war, and through most of the General’s life seemed to compensate by compelling him to be large enough for all three of their youthful dreams.

And certainly he was more than one mere man, although perhaps not in the manner that Pinky had imagined. He was a brilliant and tormented child, Douglas MacArthur, even at age sixty-two, when I first met him. Even yet when I saw him for the last time more than twenty years later, a few weeks before he died.

I rode with him, flew with him, sat through his peacock tirades, lived for his praise, and suffered his abuse as if I were some eager young Polonius. Each day was a roller-coaster ride. I ran the gamut of emotions—ever happy to be near his greatness, fortunate to be treated to the wonders of his mind, distressed from time to time at my inability to comprehend the centuries that passed before his eyes even as he studied the mindless mire of a rain-driven rice field, thrilled on the rare occasions he would pat me on the back and tell me how important were my small, throbbing contributions to the advancement of the war and thus the universe.

Yes, a young Polonius. Not at the hot gates, where the war belched its ugly, temperamental fury, but in the jeep, on the plane, five people down from the Great One, reading his mail, taking his orders, running his secret errands, even on occasion venturing a phrase of carefully considered advice. Deferential, as they say. Devoted, to a fault. Glad to be of use.

We did have a few things in common. We both were born in Arkansas—he by the mischance of army assignments, in Fort Dodge, near Little Rock, where his father served frontier duty as an infantry officer, mine by the sad inevitability of four generations of misguided meanderings, in a tenant house fifty miles to the north, where my own father sharecropped someone else’s cotton along chopped and sunbaked rows of powdered earth scratched from the snake-filled forest. We both were seduced early in our lives by East Asia, gone green and willing like stupefied young lovers to its clamoring energy, its swelter and odd rhythms, and then never shaking its seduction, forever after finding euphemistic reasons to return. We both made careless choices in our women, coming painful and naive to romance and paying a lifelong price for our hesitations. And of course there was the army, that frail gossamer which by the accident of necessity bound us together for three dazzling but terrifying years.

And there was also much to divide us. But that came later.

Out in the bay the rain approached swiftly, making a wide cat’s paw on the water that crept ever closer. A few drops splashed against my face. I knew I must hurry or be drenched. I began jogging toward the embassy building, my escort in tow. As we reached the building a ragged curtain of rain roared across the yard behind us, pulling a full storm behind it as it moved with fury into old Manila beyond the embassy walls. I found myself laughing as the storm passed within arm’s reach of my haven under the building’s eaves. Its timing was perfect, the ideal final welcoming moment of my return.

“I’ll leave now,” I said. “Thank the ambassador for her courtesies, will you?”

He had a new mission, though, as if he deserved some payment in kind for having interrupted his Sunday siesta to accompany me.

“They say he was a genius?”

I watched his expectant face, knowing he would not understand, and sighed out a small reward. “He was brilliant when he spoke of war and history, but he could be stupid with people who manipulated his ego. He was kind, but in the end I found him cruel. He helped me more than any other person. But in truth, he did it for himself.”

The young man looked at me as if I had uttered the Riddle of the Sphinx. I ignored his further curiosity, heading into the building and cutting along the corridors until we reached the front portico, where my car still waited.

I reconsidered as we walked, and at the car I surprised him. I shook his hand and then held it firmly, watching his eyes grow ever rounder as I spoke.

“He killed a man. I could say murdered, but what would be the use? He killed a great man because of his jealousy and his ego.”

“Who?” he said, delicately trying to loosen my grip on his hand.

“MacArthur.”

“No, sir. I mean, who did he kill?”

“Why, General Tomoyuki Yamashita,” I answered. “He killed him, with the full blessing and encouragement of the Japanese imperial government. They wanted one thing, he wanted another. And Yamashita became the sacrificial lamb that served them both. I watched it. I was a part of it.”

He was looking at me as if I were a different person, not an eminent retired ambassador who had made a fortune on Wall Street but an old man who had brought a bad rain, given over to a vengeful paranoia.

“But—I’ve read about this, sir. A military court convicted Yamashita. And the Japanese wouldn’t have wanted him dead—he was one of their greatest war heroes. And anyway, the imperial government was dissolved by the time MacArthur took over the occupation.”

“A court? It was not a court. And the imperial government? It never truly dissolved. So, you see, you know nothing,” I finally let go of his hand. “And Yamashita? The imperial court hated him! They had other people to protect, you know.”

He chuckled to himself, turning his head for a moment to hide a smile, and I knew that in his eyes I now had become an old fool. Diplomatically changing the subject, he pointed to the deep scar that to this day jags across my right cheek like an ugly bolt of lightning.

“I hope you don’t think I’m rude, sir. But did you get that in the war?”

Now, that was indeed rudeness. I opened up the car door. “I got it here in the Philippines.” I climbed into the car. “Good day, young man. I really do have to go!”

I left him puzzled and speechless in the driveway, waving slightly as we pulled out into the still-ravenous rainstorm. As usual I had said as little as possible, and as always it was misunderstood. Not that it mattered. It all would have taken too much energy to explain, and it would not have been in his bureaucratic training to comprehend.

I urged the driver onward. The rain would soon stop, but the traffic had already been brought to a waterlogged standstill. I had an appointment in Quezon City that had taken me more than thirty years to arrange. And I had no desire, ever again in my life, to try and explain to resistant ears what led up to those final hours that left Tomoyuki Yamashita dangling from a rope at Los Banos.
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CHAPTER 1
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For two days we zigzagged north and west up from Hollandia, making a snaking column one hundred miles long. The sea was heavy with us, frothing in our wakes. Two fleets of warships plowed the waters—aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, oilers, cargo ships, personnel carriers, minesweepers, landing craft—seven hundred of them belching their smoke and churning their screws, heading unknowingly into perhaps the greatest naval battle of all time. Two hundred thousand soldiers waited puking and nervous in the holds and on the decks of the transport ships, ready to be offloaded and thrown against enemy positions in yet another steaming jungle. At night they cleaned their weapons, said their prayers, and wrote letters home. We were heading for Leyte.

I had embarked as the junior member of General MacArthur’s staff on the cruiser USS Nashville. Our journey filled me with an almost superstitious dread. I did not like warships and in fact had enlisted in the army to be away from them. They too often sank, and when they did they brought their sailors with them, making cold, steel, barnacled coffins deep in the yeasty surges of the still-volcanic, ever-erupting Pacific. For those of us who had not aspired to military careers, such unhappy conclusions had been the subject of much conversation in the uncertain days that followed Pearl Harbor. Viewing our choices, the war boiled down to different ways of dying. Would it be worse to sink and drown, or to fall like a shot quail from the air, or merely to crumple into the sweet grass from a bullet or artillery round?

In January 1942 I had weighed these options and finally acquiesced to facing death in the dirt. Luckily for me, the army took note of my ability to speak passing Japanese. Starved for such talent, they had sent me to language school instead of infantry training. I was then shipped immediately to the Pacific, where I spent five months as an interrogator-translator and then was ordered to MacArthur’s staff. I was a good staff officer, something of a natural diplomat, enthusiastically obedient and always thorough. A recent top college athlete, I carried myself with a rugged self-confidence that seemed to accentuate my obeisance. MacArthur and his top generals had grown to like and trust me completely.

But behind my smiling facade was a profound sense of unworthiness. Every morning as I reported to the General’s headquarters for my day’s orders, I reminded myself that if it had not been for this stroke of luck by which I had learned to speak Japanese, my war would have been more predictable and far more dangerous. Indeed, my younger brother had taken the more traditional family route, his eight years of school and dumbifying Arkansas dialect ensuring him a role as an infantry private. As with my father and his father before him, he had turned into a brave and competent soldier. And he had died in June 1944, in a little town I had never heard of, during the invasion of France.

No, I was not born to this. I had never even seen a city until the age of fourteen, when one bleak rainwinter morning my mother awakened and announced to us that my dead father had come to her in a dream and told her that we should leave Arkansas and go to California. The corn shucks in my makeshift mattress rustled under me as I rubbed my eyes awake, watching her busily pack four cotton bags. It was obvious, watching her lined and furious face, that Daddy had meant for us to leave that very day.

My father’s grave lay in a small cemetery just above a thickly wooded cow pasture, marked only by a favorite rock. We visited it together before we departed. Mother said a prayer for all of us and then promised Daddy that she wouldn’t leave him buried in this lonesome field, that she would move him to California once things got better. He had been dead less than a year and I could still feel his presence, warm as a woolen sweater and filled with a knowing kindness that had irreplaceably disappeared from my life when they lowered his pine coffin into the hole.

As I stood over his grave for perhaps the last time, my father seemed alive again. Two hundred yards in front of me a thin herd of cattle grazed on winter grass. Off in the distance a squirrel gun went off, bagging someone’s lucky supper. I tried to listen to his voice. I thought I heard him tell me that he had made a big mistake by staying in this cruel backwater place, that if he had only left instead of fighting its ugly reality, he would never have been laid into an early grave. I looked at the plain jagged rock of a tombstone that would not long remember him and I decided that he had told Mother the same thing in her dream the night before.

I had never seen even a picture that was as beautiful as the California coast. The morning after our bus arrived in Santa Monica I stood on the vast pier and smelled the salt air and the seafood cooking and watched the lazy pace of people walking and fishing, and I looked back toward the bluffs at the waves breaking over the sand and then the rows of lofty palm trees that disappeared northward toward Malibu and I will admit I cried. It had been beyond my capacity even to imagine such beauty and contentment. I was ragged and longhaired and laughed at but I felt my father’s warmth surround me, and I vowed that I would never let my mother leave.

There were schools. I was smart. And just as important, at least for me, I discovered that I had a knack for carrying this nearly weightless leather object called a football and knocking people over when they tried to bring me to the ground. Mother objected fiercely, arguing that I should be working, but I found it to be great fun. Three years later she was stunned beyond amazement to find that top universities throughout the state were vying for the right to pay my way through college, asking only that I continue to show up in the afternoons after classes and play for a while with the other boys and on the weekends do the same before large crowds.

I chose the University of Southern California because it was near Mother and I could still help her on the weekends. She found work in a defense plant, and after mobilization worked twelve-hour shifts as a riveter, her small size ideal for climbing into the narrow nose sections of military aircraft. My brother was studying to become an electrician, knowing he would soon be called into the army.

Life was good in California, and the coming war only helped us.

Just off the campus, on a side street near Exposition Park, a Japanese family ran a grocery store, specializing in fresh fruits and vegetables brought in from the valley by other Asian immigrants. I was nineteen, in my second year at Southern Cal, when I first saw Kozuko. She was standing in front of her father’s store, arranging a sidewalk display of fruits and vegetables. She was wearing a full white apron, tied tight around her tiny waist. A red bandanna pulled her hair away from her face and clutched it long and flowing down the center of her back. Her face was downturned, frowning from some inner debate. She went about her work with such a proud and careful delicacy that she might have been placing lush, exotic flowers into a grand vase. But when she looked up and saw me, she smiled.

I was enormously shy, still conscious of my full-voweled Arkansas accent and my unvarnished social etiquette. Southern Cal had actually increased this shyness, despite my quick notoriety on the football field. It was a high-tuition, sophisticated school, and I was not yet sufficiently facile to turn my ragged journey into a party joke. I finally smiled back. I had no reason to talk to her other than my awkward appreciation of her beauty, but I finally mumbled that I wanted to learn to speak Japanese. She told me she wanted to speak better English. We agreed to teach each other. And within two weeks, over the objections of both our parents, we were inseparable.

We fell together naturally, more as playmates than lovers, both outsiders, immigrants from different kinds of remoteness. And as I struggled to please her, Kozuko opened up for me a fascination with Asia and its many cultures. On the weekends in Santa Monica she and I would look out into the vast, emptying darkness of the Pacific, practicing Japanese and talking of the intricate culture that defined her parents’ homeland. I began reading constantly, at times deep into Asian history and at others following the trail of Japan’s ongoing military conquests.

And then Pearl Harbor was attacked. Kozuko and her family were sent to camps in Texas. I reported to the army. Japan became the hated enemy. Indeed, its army and its rulers were vicious, unyielding, cruel to those they conquered. But I never lost my fascination for its ancient greatness, and I could never hate the Japanese as a people after I had known the sweetness of Kozuko and seen the strength of her family.

I knew that the campaign for the Philippines would be long and bloody. After two years in the Pacific I was already mind-weary, ready to leave the army. And so as we proceeded toward Leyte I invented my own little escapes. As the Nashville sliced and turned through the gleaming royal blue waters I spent my free hours standing alone on its holy stoned wooden main deck, under the long tubes of the eight-inch guns so that I could not see them, and pretending I did not hear the boatswain’s pipings as I peered out into the incessant waves. In those moments I imagined I was a tourist, on a luxury liner headed not to the France where my little brother had just died but to the old and glorious Paris where he somehow might still be alive.

I could not deceive the sea, though. It was all Pacific Asia, surging and playing, rocking the giant warship like a toy, entertaining us with escorts of flying fish and swirling, multicolored giant eels. Behind us were the festering, swampy jungles of New Guinea, where MacArthur had feinted, prodded, bombed, enveloped, and eventually bypassed a frustrated multitude of Japanese soldiers whose greatest desire had been to die for the emperor but who now were useless to the war. He was at his military best in those battles, cutting off the enemy from their sea lanes, dwindling their supplies rather than crushing them with the brutal, costly frontal assaults that Nimitz and the Marines were using in the central Pacific. He had left the enemy, as he put it, “dying on the vine.”

The correspondents liked to write that a lot of soldiers hated MacArthur for his arrogance and showmanship, and in truth he was at times unbearable. But a multitude of them would not have been alive to feel these resentments had he not planned and directed their battles with such undeniable genius.

Ahead of us was fresh grist for all the passions MacArthur had conjured, and some new ones as well. The sprawling islands of the Philippines were indeed a military challenge, defended by four hundred thousand Japanese soldiers. But much more than that, they were MacArthur’s great obsession. No place in the world, not even in America, so claimed MacArthur’s emotions. He had begun his military career here, more than forty years before. His father had served here before him. He had spent another tour here as a general officer, between marriages and before he became army chief of staff. He had been rescued from the anonymity of early military retirement by becoming field marshal of the Philippines in 1936 when his regular army career was over. He had met his present wife on a ship as he headed to that assignment and had married her here. His son had been born here. His mother had died here. He had a singular place among the people of these islands, large and small, and he had promised them personally that he would return.

And there was something else. By now we knew the war had turned, that it would be won, if not in months, then soon, someday, inevitably. When that day came, we who had been reluctant but dutiful soldiers would go thankfully home. But what would our General do? Some, including Franklin D. Roosevelt in his darker moments, thought MacArthur might run for president, but we knew instinctively that he could never endure the indignities of true democracy. He had not even set foot in the United States since 1937. Some odd and unpredictable karma awaited him, a future that would be set in motion on the coming beaches. This was his true moment, the eve not of his retirement but of his enthronement, the day he had dreamed of during nearly three years of wandering through his own personal wilderness.

But he had to do much more than win a military campaign. He could not be truly great unless he was without enduring stain, and the Philippines had stained him deeply. He had suffered his most humiliating moment right here in the land that had always fed his greatest hungers.

Sometimes we were his stooges, at others we played the whore, but one could not rationalize, sympathize, or euphemize away the simple fact that he had been defeated by the Japanese in 1942. Not simply beaten but routed. Washington might be blamed, but MacArthur had not been ready either, despite four years of preparation. His air force had been bombed into uselessness on the ground twelve hours after the debacle at Pearl Harbor, the pilots and ground crews improperly forewarned, at first unable to believe that the attacking formations were Japanese and that they were in reality at war. His armies had been pushed back inches at a time down the Bataan Peninsula and then onto the rocks and caves of Corregidor. He himself had escaped the humiliation of capture, torture, and imprisonment that had been visited on his soldiers only by fleeing on a small PT boat to a faraway airstrip, where a plane carried him and his wife and child to Australia.

He had been defeated. And worse, he had abandoned his men under fire, in their most desperate moments.

But from Australia he had planned and implemented his personal and military revenge. He had taken it out a campaign at a time, his soldiers leapfrogging from one jungle battle to another, ever northward, always aiming at the Philippines. Because for a general who viewed himself as the greatest mind that had ever lived, the only retribution could be found not simply in victory but in an unholy excess of genius. And finally on these beaches and in the ensuing months the Japanese would taste and feel that kind of retribution in its full and flowery fury. With the move from Hollandia to Leyte, he was determined to leap from mere fame to a historic place no general had ever dreamed of.

For who was Napoleon but some poodle with hemorrhoids who wasted an army in the frozen tundra of the steppes? And who was Caesar, who in the end had pampered himself with such vanity that he could not control his own murderous staff? And who, particularly, was Yamashita, this bump in the road in front of MacArthur’s charge toward immortality, this so-called Tiger of Malaya who had humiliated Percival in Singapore and then sent British prisoners of war parading through all the streets of conquered Asia to show the weakness of the soldiers of the West?

Who, indeed. This was MacArthur, cold and brilliant and in control, knocking on the door of greatness.

Leyte was a centerpoint in the Philippines archipelago, one of several midsized islands with names like Samar and Panaon and Dinagat that were clumped between the Philippine and Sulu Seas. Since it was far smaller than the main islands of Mindanao to the south and Luzon to the north, many questioned its strategic value. The Joint Chiefs of Staff had argued that MacArthur should establish bases in Mindanao, then leave the rest of the Philippines to “die on the vine” as he moved north to beachheads in Formosa and eastern China before the final assault on Japan. Others had called for a more cautious approach, a Mindanao landing in November, then a series of leapfrog moves northward to Luzon, home of Manila, the final, most important prize.

But MacArthur wanted Leyte, and he wanted it in October. He had chosen to invade here, he told us, because strategically it would cut Japan’s shipping lanes in two, severing them from their petroleum and other resources that flowed from Borneo or through Singapore, while tactically it would divide the Japanese ground forces in the Philippines themselves. That may have been true. The president and Joint Chiefs finally bought this logic, and the navy had concurred. But I had been with him continuously for more than a year, and I knew there were other reasons.

Leyte was personal. It held the charms and ruins of his youth.

And so MacArthur had formed his strategy, badgered the government, tilted the ocean, and in the end swung whole fleets and armies into motion toward this small and little-known island, because it was from these beaches that he could best glorify the magnitude of his second coming. It seemed so obvious to me that I wondered why the rest of the government wasted its energy on weeks of complicated debate. Do not great men, the very few chosen by history to be remembered a thousand years hence, seem always to find in their crowning moments some mystifying event that appears to be a portentous coincidence of fate?

The evening before the invasion, he summoned nine of us who served on his personal staff to the Nashville’s wardroom. The ship now gently undulated with what the sailors called ground swells, echoes of some nearby surf that told us we were approaching shore. As I walked down the darkened tunnels of red-lit passageways toward the wardroom I could hear and feel the distant rumblings of the big guns from our fire support ships and escort carriers as they unendingly pounded Japanese coastal defenses. The day before, army ranger battalions had taken two small islands guarding the entrance to Leyte Gulf, thus securing the flanks of our coming invasion. At that very moment, minesweepers and underwater demolition teams were already inside the gulf, clearing obstructions from the beachheads. For the last several days Allied aircraft had struck repeatedly at Japanese air bases far to the north in Formosa and China, to the east in the Marshalls and Carolines, and to our south in Mindanao and the East Indies, isolating Leyte from air attack.

The Nashville was in Condition One. Its sailors had become tense, preoccupied and electric. In a few hours they would go to battle stations. And at first light we would steam into the gulf, beginning the assault.

In the wardroom, MacArthur sat at the head of the large, cloth-covered dining table. Navy stewards slipped quietly in and out, bringing us ship-made cookies and great pots of hot coffee. The stewards placed their trays soundlessly at the center of the table and disappeared back into the kitchen. We just as soundlessly took our seats. As the most junior officer on his staff, I took my customary chair at the far end of the table, furthest from the General.

MacArthur lit his favorite corncob pipe, surveying us. He was smiling like a young boy. He twitched nervously in his chair, unable to contain his excitement. He was a handsome, gallant man who had no need to so carefully manufacture his charisma. At sixty-four his hair was still dark, his face thinly lined and his energy palpable. And back in Australia he had a much younger wife and a son just out of infancy. He had never consented to live in the world of his peers, and because of that MacArthur would never grow old with them.

I had met with him every day for more than a year, but I still felt a thrill when I heard him speak. His bearing and his choice of words were the same with an audience of one as they were in front of thousands. The world in which he lived was right-angled, erect and classical, and it took no respite from privacy. For a young man of twenty-three, to be in his presence was to be swept behind a magic screen into a royal court where centuries did not matter. I admired him boundlessly. And unlike others I took no jealousy from his egotism, for I knew that I would never seek to equal him. I was Jay Marsh, happy to be this close to greatness, and anxious to be done with war. Only God and Pinky could create a MacArthur.

“Get me a cup of coffee, Jay.”

“Yes, sir.”

Thrilled as ever to be recognized by my first name in the presence of these battlefield luminaries, I rose quickly, leaning over the center of the table and pouring him a fresh cup of steaming hot coffee. Then I placed it carefully before him with both hands, as if delivering him a treasure.

He nodded, blessing me with a rewarding smile, and sipped his coffee as I hurried back to my seat.

“Excellent coffee,” he said, as if only his words would make it so.

He surveyed the array of senior officers who awaited his wisdom. “Well, gentlemen, the moment we’ve all dreamed of has finally arrived.”

He went through a small list of details, making them seem grand. He ordered us to wear our helmets once the invasion began. He told us to remember to take our malaria pills. He held up the pages of a speech he would deliver into a Signal Corps radio microphone once he arrived onshore and sought our reactions to his proposed words. We nodded our agreement to each dictate, quibbled with a few phrases in his speech, took a few careful notes, sipped our coffee, ate our cookies, lit a cigarette or two, and waited for the main event.

Suddenly he stood and began pacing, his chin against his chest, and I knew we had reached the MacArthur Moment. As he paced, he reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a small derringer. The derringer was old and scratched, small enough to disappear inside his hand when he closed it. MacArthur theatrically studied it and then produced two bullets, slowly loading them into its chambers. He displayed the pistol to us as he spoke.

“Most of you remember my father for having won the Medal of Honor as a very young man at Missionary Ridge in the Civil War, or perhaps for having been the senior general in the army before his retirement. But I consider his greatest days to have been here in the Philippines, both as a combat soldier and as military governor some forty-five years ago. He was the first senior American official to argue convincingly for the importance of these islands. He risked his life many times here and ended up with a price on his head. And he carried this derringer always, on the streets of the cities and into dozens of vicious battles against Filipino rebels, vowing that if he ever faced the prospect of being taken prisoner, he would kill himself first.”

MacArthur stopped pacing and faced us. “The Japanese know where and when we are landing. Tokyo Rose has even broadcast to the world that I am on this very ship and am going ashore with our forces tomorrow. The enemy knows I am back, and they know what that means to those loyal Filipinos who have waited patiently through years of suffering and defiance for my return. If General Yamashita is wise, he will send a suicide squad to the beaches to try to capture or kill me. Think of it! Could there be a greater victory for the Japanese cause than to capture MacArthur and parade him through the streets of Manila as the battle rages behind him? But it will never happen. Because tonight I make the same vow to you that my father made: I will die first!”

He held the pistol loosely for another second, then slipped it quietly back into his pocket and resumed his pacing.

I sat amazed and enthralled, watching him walking back and forth, his chin down to his chest again as if he were in a trance, his lungs sucking in new inspiration from the dank and smoke-filled wardroom air. My logic told me that with the pounding the Japanese were already taking and with the ferocity of the invading soldiers who would precede us onto the beaches, what he had posited was a near impossibility. And yet one could not disagree that if MacArthur were indeed killed or captured on the invasion beach tomorrow, the impact on the Philippines campaign would be irreversible.

And that was his real point. In two short minutes, the General had reminded us that the coming campaign would not have taken place without his dogged insistence and would never succeed without him. And he had performed this feat by pulling from his pocket a symbol of courage and defiance that tied him to his father’s heroic lore. This gesture itself was a subtle reminder that he and his father were the only father-son Medal of Honor winners in our nation’s history, and at the same time refreshed our memories of his family’s long historical ties to the Philippines. He had given us a near-perfect, metaphoric poem.

Now he stopped pacing and lifted up his head, facing us again. His voice became strong and urgent, like a football coach’s during a halftime locker-room talk.

“Tomorrow we strike. We will land just down the beach from Tacloban. This will be a very full moment for me. It was at Tacloban that I reported for my first duty assignment after leaving West Point. And as fate would have it, I reported to Tacloban forty-one years ago, on the very same day I will return! This is a symbolic omen that the Filipino people will understand. It is the kind of sign they look for in their own lives! When they learn I have returned they will rise up in the cities. They will unleash their guerrilla forces from the jungles. And we will deal the Japanese the swiftest, ugliest retaliation they have suffered in this long and costly war.”

He started pacing again, looking at every one of his staff in turn as if wishing to bond personally with each of us. “There is more than a battle at stake here, gentlemen. I must seal our future with the most important islands in the Pacific other than Japan itself. And after that I must tame Japan. But the future does begin with battle. And in battle, brave men die, no matter how well the plans are conceived and no matter how flawlessly they are executed. So now I will return to my stateroom and read from my favorite biblical passages and pray to the Almighty that He will grant our gallant soldiers a swift and merciful victory. Good night.”

We rose to our feet, standing at attention as he abruptly departed. After that we slowly retook our chairs, remaining alone with our coffee and cookies and small conversations. The usual, defensive cynicism of the lesser generals and senior colonels floated across the wardroom in little taunts, for by now they were used to his vanity, and comfortable with one another.

“You’re welcome, General. Anytime, sir.”

“Wait a minute, let me get this straight. Is he going to pray to God, or is God going to pray to him?”

“How’s anybody else going to get shot when he’s fighting this war all by himself?”

The sarcasm was short-lived, though. For behind the quick asides that protected other egos, they all knew that there was no better place to view a war than from the backseat as Douglas MacArthur steered our army through it.

I say “they” instead of “we,” for I was a very junior officer, a note-taker, errand-runner, and coffee-pourer among very senior colonels and generals. As was my careful practice, I had said nothing as they ventilated their emotions. To some of these more senior officers, my mere continued presence after the meeting had ended was an act of presumption. And so within minutes I left also.

I needed to write another letter to my mother, who was unnecessarily worried about my safety in the wake of my brother’s death. I was not really at risk, not like the infantrymen who tomorrow would busy themselves with slaughter. But I was also young and nervous, sick with the thought of battle.

Dawn revealed a horizon of lush and epic grandeur, soon embellished by the sounds and smells of carnage. We had entered the gulf. Its serene and emerald waters were now cluttered with the imposing majesty of our armada. I awoke early and rushed from my stateroom to the main deck and began walking toward my favorite place just underneath the eight-inch guns. As I neared them the guns suddenly erupted with black smoke and ugly tongues of flame, spewing shells onto the whispery, smoking beaches with a series of explosions that cracked my ears and sent me stutter-stepping to catch my balance. The guns continued and I retreated, walking along the main deck toward the wardroom. Dozens of ships now joined in this heavy, thunderous barrage, until Leyte before us seemed to shift and reverberate from explosions and fairly disappeared behind a veil of smoke and haze.

After breakfast I stood on the bridge for hours. The Nashville laid to, and the barrage continued on the beaches, leaving trees stripped and broken and setting hundreds of buildings ablaze. Nearby the troopships dropped their heavy nets over the sides until the nets reached the sea and then an unending stream of burdened, struggling soldiers began to crawl down the nets toward the water. The soldiers worked the nets like ladders and then dropped down into rectangular landing craft that bobbed next to the troopships in the gentle sea. The small landing craft were lined up behind and beside one another in the water like waiting taxis. Each in its turn took on a load of assault troops and then powered away to the open waters. The craft gathered at their rallying points, circling and circling until all the other boats in their wave had joined the curling column. Finally the assault flags raised from the mother boats, signaling the invasion. The landing craft straightened out side by side into lines of assault waves, leaving long white tails of foam behind them as they churned toward the shore. Half of them went toward Red and White Beaches, near Tacloban. The other half approached Violet and Yellow Beaches, a few miles away, near Dulag.

On the beaches the shells still fell steadily, the drifting clouds of smoke and phosphorous continually replaced anew as explosions saturated the tall trees and the grass huts and tore into the enemy’s positions. Lush, sharp hills rose abruptly behind the beaches. Now the shells crumped and flashed inside those tangles of rocks and trees and vines. The ships were “lifting” their guns away from the beachhead as the soldiers poured from their landing boats and seized positions just off the water. We knew that most of the Japanese would now be moving back from the beaches, seeking to draw our army into the hills and jungles, where artillery would not favor us, where rifles and grenades informed the battles, and where they could best attempt to take a life for every one they gave.

The skies filled also. Throughout the morning, dogfights burst into my vision like dancing kites. Enemy fighters suddenly would appear from behind the distant hills as they attempted to strike the ships in the gulf, only to be intercepted by American planes launched from nearby aircraft carriers. The Japanese had preserved their forces until MacArthur made his final move, wanting to fix his positions and to stall the ships. Now that much of the navy was at anchor they would try to confuse the assault and lure our guns away from the beaches. We did not yet know it, but the Japanese navy would soon make its boldest move of the war, in an effort to cripple our navy and to cut off support to the invasion force as it struggled to keep its beachhead ashore.

Through much of the morning, MacArthur stood on the bridge, flanked by a small group of senior officers. His mood alternated between serene self-confidence and childish anticipation. But his face became lit with undeniable ecstasy when the early sun rose above the smoking, belching beachhead and he could finally see the small town of Tacloban. He walked over to me and grabbed my shoulder, pointing toward it as if we were tourists, immune from the violence that surrounded us.

“Tacloban, Jay! There it is! It looks not a bit different from when I first saw it forty-one years ago this morning!”

I thought I noticed a rather obvious difference, so I ventured a careful response. “It’s on fire, General.”

He waved my irrelevant observation away as if he were swatting a mosquito. “Of course it is. The fires are the price of freedom. They’ll go out, and the lights will go on. And Tacloban will be free!”

In great spirits, the General returned to his cabin for a quick lunch. When he returned on deck he was wearing a freshly pressed khaki uniform and his trademark sunglasses. He was ready to again set foot on the Philippines, and he wanted to do so in a crisp uniform while the guns blazed and the smoke still rolled down off the flaming hills.

A landing craft bobbed below us in the gentle waves, lashed to an external ladder that ran down the side of the ship. Our small staff boarded it along with a handful of war correspondents, followed by the beaming, effervescent MacArthur. Sunglassed, starched, and scrubbed, he looked picture-perfect. He even wore his famous soft military cap, after having ordered us to wear our helmets. Standing near him as the boat powered away toward a nearby ship I noticed that he was so adrenalized that his hands were trembling.

American aircraft now patrolled the skies overhead. Our small boat lashed up to a landing at the bottom of the troopship John Land’s external ladder. On the platform awaiting us were the leaders of the Philippines’ government-in-exile, which MacArthur would reestablish at Tacloban. Its president, Sergio Osmena, its secretary for national defense, General Basilio Valdez, and the president’s aide, Brigadier General Carlos Romulo, were pictures of mixed emotions as the boat’s coxswain helped them aboard. Osmena descended slowly into our boat, nervous and visibly burdened by his coming tasks. He was trapped between the memory of the wildly popular Manuel Quezon, who had served as president of the exiled government until dying of tuberculosis a few months before, and a future with the near-spiritual presence of MacArthur, who was sure to overshadow his every move during the coming months. Osmena stifled a frown as MacArthur embraced him once he stepped inside the boat. And then we were off, powering toward the still-uncertain battleground of Red Beach.

The beaches in front of us were no longer contested, the bulk of the assault forces having gone further inland toward the smoking hills. But our bombardment had blown away most of the docks and piers, and those still standing were choked with supply boats and landing craft that were busily loading wounded soldiers. MacArthur noticed this as well. He called to our coxswain, asking him where he was going to land. The coxswain, a petty officer about my own age, searched frantically to his front for a place along the shore. Then suddenly the boat ground to a halt and it did not matter. Fifty yards from the beach we had run aground.

“What is the problem, Sailor?”

The coxswain threw his hands helplessly into the air, an apology. MacArthur scowled back at him, furious. Then as if to rebuke the lowly sailor he marched to the bow and ordered the boatswain to drop the front ramp of the landing craft. It fell slowly forward and MacArthur walked down its ramp, resolutely stepping out into the waves, followed by our little coterie of liberators. The General had dreamed long and worked hard for this moment, and no fool coxswain or mushy sandbar was going to deprive him of its fullness.

A newspaper photographer on the beach raised a lucky camera and caught it all: the perfect, redemptionist scowl and the jutting chin underneath the sunglasses and the ruination of the General’s just-pressed trousers as he waded toward the beach from a few yards offshore. The picture became instantly famous, dramatizing the moment of MacArthur’s return far better than speeches and maps ever could. The world did not know that the General’s fierce frown was mostly the product of his pique at the careless coxswain for having dumped him off on the edge of a sandbar at the very moment of his prophesized and acutely choreographed return.

But it was his moment, and he seized it with relentless purpose. The island, the anniversary, the exiled Filipino leaders, even the ongoing battle itself provided mere backdrop for the message MacArthur was intent on sending by standing on the invasion beach only hours after the first wave of assault troops had poured from their boats. The message went worldwide, but the symbols MacArthur was piling up hour by hour were meant to be digested here. In East Asia, myth and bravado were the building blocks of power. MacArthur was showing them the very omnipotence of his return. He had not been driven out, he had escaped in order to find and energize the reinforcements. He had not sent the liberating troops, he had brought them. He was not afraid to die in battle, he was like his father before him bred to it, at home under fire.

Throughout the afternoon he treated the world to a one-man standup theater. Sniper rounds cracked overhead as he strode the fresh battleground. Japanese soldiers could be heard in the near distance, calling out insults in broken English. He brought us forward, calmly seeking the sound of the guns, unflinching under fire, surprising many infantry soldiers with his sudden appearance.

Near one foxhole he turned over the bodies of two freshly killed Japanese soldiers with his foot, identifying their unit insignia. “Good,” he said, making sure his infantrymen as well as the correspondents heard him. “These soldiers are from the regiment that did the dirty work at Bataan.” For even on Leyte, even in the midst of other battle, the humiliation of that campaign was never far from his mind.

As evening approached we returned to the relative calm of Red Beach. MacArthur took a seat on the log of a newly fallen coconut palm. For the first time showing the edges of weariness, he stared for a long moment into the yeasty, smoking jungle.

“Jay,” he finally called, summoning me.

“Yes, sir.” I jogged up to him, nervous and exhausted by the enormity of our day.

“My field message pad.”

I reached into my knapsack and handed him a notepad and a pen. Sniper bullets still visited the beach area. In the distance a fierce firefight erupted. Mindless to the sounds of battle, MacArthur scrawled out two letters. Once finished, he rose from the log. Nearby a group of soldiers and the exiled Philippines leaders waited for him at a just-off-loaded truck. They had hooked up the Signal Corps microphone. He would soon broadcast his announcement throughout the Philippines that the Americans were again on Philippines soil.

He handed the letters to me as he passed me on the way to the waiting microphone. “Post these.”

“Yes, sir.”

I could not contain my curiosity. Walking behind him, I quickly read over the letters he had written. The first was to President Roosevelt, who over the years had been alternately a friend and fierce rival. The note was subtly boastful yet also shrewdly ingratiating, as if his warrior father had written the note and his calculating but wise mother had carefully edited it. He informed the president that he was writing from near Tacloban and that this was the first message sent from the “freed Philippines,” adding that it might be appropriate for his “philatelic collection” and that MacArthur hoped “it would get through” from the battlefield. He then protected himself from his critics by reinforcing the strategic value of the invasion. Aware that the letter would no doubt be leaked, he asked that Roosevelt consider granting the Philippines immediate independence. He finished with more self-congratulation by apologizing for the writing equipment, noting that he was “on the combat line with no facilities except this field message pad.”

The second, shorter note was to his wife, Jean, back in Australia. He told her he had returned, and that he hoped soon they would be together in their former home in Manila. He signed the note, “Love, MacArthur.”

Love, MacArthur. I snickered quietly despite my almost fearful regard for the Great Man. It was as if I had just peeked into the privacy of his bedroom. Did she call him MacArthur when they made love? Did he ask her to get MacArthur an aspirin when he had a headache? Or did he perhaps think she might not recognize the handwriting if he had merely signed it, Love, Doug?

As MacArthur neared the waiting Signal Corps microphone it began to rain. This was his most important moment of the day. His hands were trembling again as he took the microphone. He started to speak and then took a step back, looking down, testing his voice, for the first time that day seeming almost unsure of himself. The rain attacked us now, East Asian rain, torrential and insistent. In the foothills the fighting holes would fill with water tonight. MacArthur nodded to the technician and began speaking into the microphone. I struggled mightily to listen to his words in the rain with the sound of gunfire in the distance and the big shells from the ships still screaming over us and crunching into distant hills.

“People of the Philippines,” he began, “I have returned. By the grace of Almighty God, our forces stand again on Philippine soil.” He faded in and out of my helmeted earshot, but his voice grew stronger as he spoke. “Rally to me,” he was saying. “Let the indomitable spirit of Bataan and Corregidor lead on. Rise and strike. Strike at every favorable opportunity. For your homes and hearths, strike! For future generations of your sons and daughters, strike! Let no heart be faint!”

President Osmena and General Romulo followed MacArthur to the microphone, and in a few rainwashed minutes the ceremony was over. The weather whipped us as we headed down the beach to find the boat that would take us back to the Nashville. We did not yet know it, but the Japanese fleet was riding in behind the rain. In a few days the Japanese would bet almost their entire navy on knocking us off the beaches and out of the Pacific. The Battle of Leyte Gulf would begin in terror but would end with the virtual destruction of the enemy’s fleet.

On the boat heading out to the Nashville the General cast a longing eye toward Tacloban, still smoldering despite the rain. He smiled broadly, his face now serene and confident. MacArthur was on the move. It had been a complete day for him. He had not only reclaimed his past but had laid down a stake for his future, the final leavings of a life well fought, with much to do after wars were over. MacArthur had always clung to a vision of himself as the great spiritual benefactor of the Philippines, but it was clear to me he believed his understanding of the ways of these islands transcended their sprawling reach. His grasping, cunning intellect sought now to embrace all of Asia.

In the landing craft the moon was for a moment shining through the rainful sky, casting us in a pale and eerie glow. It reflected on MacArthur’s wet face. And in his eyes I saw a look that told me he had made a secret vow.
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