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FOREWORD

Lester I. Tenney spent his early twenties transiting, with intelligence and honor, one of the rockiest roads fate has ever dealt a generation of young Americans. A thoughtful Chicagoan of draft age just before World War II, he wanted to serve, but to serve with barracks buddies he felt comfortable with. So he took the trouble to visit the area’s National Guard units like a freshman looking for a fraternity. He selected a Maywood, Illinois, outfit, Company B of the 192d Tank Battalion, and enlisted in October 1940, knowing and excited about the fact that the unit was soon going to be inducted into Federal service. He was going to get his year of military service over in a hurry and get on with business or college.

But history was already getting into gear in a way that few Americans expected. Lester’s unit was federalized in November ‘40 and arrived in the Philippines exactly a year later. In less than three weeks, at 5:30 on a Sunday morning, a phone call came into their temporary headquarters near Clark Field. “Pearl Harbor has been bombed by the Japs; ‘heads up,’ they’re heading your way!” By noon, the empire’s bombs were enveloping them. American units in the Philippines were in mortal combat. And Company B would remain in combat and/or prison camp for nearly four solid years—spearheading the first American tank battle of World War II in a futile attempt to repel a massive Japanese amphibious invasion of the Philippines at Lingayen Gulf, holding the line in defense of the Bataan peninsula until their unit was surrendered by their commanding general in April ‘42, struggling through the Bataan Death March, and finally enduring brutal Japanese imprisonment in the Philippines and ultimately in Japan itself. This was a three-year and eight-month attrition path that saw only about one man in eight survive. The few that made it were on their last legs when they saw the mushroom cloud over Nagasaki, thirty miles from their camp. And those few, including Lester Tenney, stood and cheered as their lives were saved by America’s nuclear bombs.

What kind of a guy gets through these things and winds up feeling good about himself? This has been my central interest since I traversed a similar, twice as long but less lethal track in North Vietnam (1964-1973). Specifically, what gets you through torture and isolation with self-respect intact? Let Lester Tenney show you in this book. He was brave without being foolhardy, honest to a fault with himself and his countrymen, had the self-discipline to curtail panic, possessed that enigmatic mixture of conscience and egoism called personal honor, and those gifts he calls “smarts”: having an innate sense of knowing who you can trust, knowing who can take a joke and who can’t, and knowing when it’s prudent to be first in line, or last in line, or in the middle.

Lester and I were both imprisoned by Asian enemies who disregarded international law in both the proprieties of warfare and the treatment of their captives. In North Vietnamese prisons, though American deaths resulted in individual cases of government-prescribed and -supervised torture for military information of propaganda statements, and barbaric as the process was, the evolution at least proceeded from an external purpose. But in the Japanese prisons of World War II, Americans were subjected to recreational and unsupervised purposeless prisoner bashing. Killing, particularly of the weak and downfallen, was unbridled if not encouraged, and the result was vicious slaughter on a scale unmatched by any other enemy the United States has ever gone to war with. In Vietnam, the individual prisoner was pitted against an extortion machine. In Lester Tenney’s prisons, he was pitted against the whims of uncontrolled, often fanatic, individuals.

In the letter element, Lester Tenney never went down for the count. More than once, it almost seemed that his ability to absorb punishment evoked in his tormentors sympathy if not admiration for his spirit. Time and again he would be caught in a compromising situation, be tortured for days, stoically resist (he claims his secret was holding on till he got so far out of it he couldn’t grasp what the interrogators were asking), and wind up being dumped back in his camp, limp as a rag, unconscious for hours. Lester never begged for mercy. He knew that’s what the Japanese wanted to hear, and saw with his own eyes instances of where coming across with what they wanted was rewarded with a bullet between the eyes.

But Lester was also cagey. In an enlightened move, he coaxed language instruction out of gregarious guards and learned to speak what he came to call “gutter” Japanese. Hemmed in in a workhouse prison in Japan, three miles from a once-abandoned coal mine in which he and the other Americans were forced to labor twelve hours a day a half mile beneath the surface, he organized and ran a clandestine free-market trading society. The major currency was Japanese cigarettes; the most heavily traded commodity was rice, but things like American toothpaste and shoes were also available from time to time. As Adam Smith predicted, this economy made everybody better off. Lester even provided for futures trading and bankruptcy protection. Through his acquired language capability he involved Japanese civilian mine supervisors and military guards in this enterprise. He was eventually found out, sentenced to death, and got out of it in a way that will amuse the reader.

Battered and beaten, this wonderful American left prison and Japan with torture injuries to an arm and a hip long overdue for surgery. Slowly, they were fixed up at home in Chicagoland, where as one would expect, he found both good and bad news.

But this courageous owner of a fighting heart bounced back to go on to better and better things—to become Lester I. Tenney, Ph.D., retired professor of finance at Arizona State University, and then to be much in demand as a motivational speaker.

It has been interesting to me to learn how similarly Dr. Tenney and I feel about our lessons learned in battle and behind bars. He says today, “I know without a doubt that my experiences during those trying four years shaped my thinking and my philosophies of life for these past fifty years.”

I am glad I read this heroic story and proud to have been asked to write this foreword.

James B. Stockdale

Vice Admiral, U.S. Navy (Ret.)

Hoover Institution

Stanford University


PREFACE

“In every battle there comes a time when one group of warriors must be sacrificed for the benefit of the whole. . . ,” declared President Franklin D. Roosevelt during one of his fireside radio chats in March 1942. The battle he spoke of was the battle of the Philippines, and the warriors were those fighting American men and women on Bataan and Corregidor. The president’s message was, he would provide no supplies, no reinforcements, no aircraft, no medicine, and no hope for the men and women fighting in the Philippines.

Up until April 9, 1942, we followed orders and fought the battle for Bataan and Corregidor. We even exceeded our top commanders’ expectations about how long we could keep the Japanese at bay and gave the United States more time to mobilize and strengthen its fighting forces at home and overseas.

The Japanese high command had planned on capturing the Philippine Islands in just 55 days; however, the Allies’ heroic armed forces in the Philippines held out for 148 days, almost three times longer than expected. Had our commanders so ordered, we would have continued to fight to the last man. But instead, with no food, no medical supplies, no reinforcements, no aircraft, and little ammunition left, we were ordered to surrender.

It was said best by Gen. Jonathan Mayhew Wainwright, on that last day of fighting in the Philippines: “There is a limit of human endurance and that limit has long since passed. 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.”

This was the first time in U.S. history that a whole army had to surrender to an enemy. The emotional and physical strain of this decision would last forever for those of us who were taken prisoner and later repatriated.

We survivors returned with our heads hung low. We had given up, surrendered; we were marked as cowards. We arrived back in the United States quietly, anonymously, without fanfare. There were no banners to welcome us home, no parades to march in, no speeches, and no acknowledgments of any kind. Our folks at home had so many heroes; they were busy welcoming winners, not losers. It was not the time to recognize those who had surrendered. More unfortunate still, many of us returned to find that family members had died and that wives and sweethearts had found other men to take our places. The telegrams, messages, and letters to my mother and dad and to Laura presented in this book are real and are reproduced exactly as originally written; they are an important part of my memorabilia.

The surrender was not something we were proud of, and it is only normal to keep quiet about those things we are ashamed of. But now, after all these years, I realized that I would be more ashamed of myself if I continued to keep quiet about the events that occurred on the infamous Bataan Death March, the physical and mental abuse, and the degrading and long-term physiological and psychological problems caused by our treatment while prisoners of war (POWs) of the Japanese. I no longer feel embarrassed that I surrendered, and I have finally decided to tell my story of what happened to that once-proud army on Bataan. However, this is not a rancorous book. This is not pleasant, but neither were the times. It is a realistic story of this man’s fight for survival while keeping my ideals and faith intact.

Shortly after I came home in October 1945, my brother Bill began taking copious notes of everything I said regarding my experiences on Bataan. He questioned me about every detail, and he listened to my stories day after day and on many occasions right into the night. In addition, I was able to bring back dozens of pieces of paper with notes that I wrote while in prison camp. When I determined to write this book, I was able to reconstruct events by consulting these notes, together with hundreds of other items I received from my family and friends, and several hundred pages that I had written many years ago and by being willing to open the door to many painful, long-buried memories. Then, needing only the historical facts of the Philippine campaign, I began the long and tedious job of researching the files of the former War Department and the Department of the Army.

You may ask why I have decided to tell my story. I have four reasons. First, I find it difficult seeing the history of World War II dramatized and eulogized with little or no reflection on the Philippine campaign. During the fighting on Bataan, there was a saying going around that went something like this: “We’re the Battling Bastards of Bataan/no mama, no papa, no Uncle Sam/and nobody else gives a damn.” The Bataan Death March and its aftereffects took the lives of more than seventy-five thousand fighting men and women. Our ordeal, however, occurred in the early days of the war and was followed by many other important battles, both on land and at sea, to remember. Since the end of the war, the important Bataan campaign has been pushed into the background. Americans have been bombarded with information dealing with both the European and the Pacific theaters of operations, while at the same time they are largely ignorant about what really went on in the Philippine Islands.

Second, I still have nightmares of those events fifty years ago. The twelve days described as the “Bataan Death March” and the three and a half years I spent as a POW produced lifelong mental as well as physical scars. Although I still hurt, aging has made me a little more mellow. But regardless of the pain, I believe that the experiences of the past should not be forgotten. The quotation “Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it” best describes my second reason for writing this book.

Third, I am angry. I feel I have been humiliated again by the Japanese, but this time I can say and do something about it without fear of retaliation, of a beating, or of other reprisals. Americans are not weak and lazy as several prominent Japanese businessmen and several Nippon government leaders attested in the late 1980s. In addition, Shigeto Nagano, a Japanese justice minister, recently described the atrocities committed by the Japanese in China and the Philippines in the 1930s and 1940s as “fabrications.” He defended the Japanese wartime actions by saying they were attempts to free Asia from Western colonialism. This assertion was followed with a remark by Shin Sakurai, a cabinet member of the Liberal Democratic party and the minister of environmental affairs. Japan was not seeking to conquer Asia, he insisted; it was only trying to liberate the countries from Western influence. I cannot allow these attempts by government officials to justify the Japanese aggression and inhumane treatment of soldiers and civilians alike to go unchallenged nor unanswered.

My last reason for writing this book is to answer the multitude of questions I have been asked over the years regarding what happened on Bataan: “Was it really as bad as they said? Was it anything like the article I read? Did you actually see the incidents described in so-and-so’s book?” My view of each scene, each horrendous experience, and each beating and humiliation was different than that of another person. Things happened so fast that a blink of an eye would bring with it another indelible memory. Camp 17, where I spent almost three years, was acknowledged to have the most brutal and inhumane commander and guards of any camp in all of Japan. This account of my experience will encompass my particular point of view and interpretation of the events that I saw. The events I witnessed and became a part of have never been properly described before.

These are my reasons for writing this book at this late date: I want the world to know just how we survivors feel, why we do what we do, why we say what we say, and why we live each day as if it is our last. I want my children and my grandchildren to know that war is horrible. Finally, I want them to respect all those who have given so much of themselves to defend the United States.

There is no doubt in my mind that the Japanese soldiers in this book were made the way they were by the war and therefore did not act as God would wish. I also believe any story of war is a story of hate; it makes no difference with whom one fights. I feel that our hatred surely destroys us spiritually just as the fighting destroys us bodily.

The tears shed here are for the dead, and my description of the horrors of war are for those who cannot stop hating. The hate shown in this book is intended to reflect man’s inability to deal with reality, and of the love I describe herein, it alone kept me alive and sane.

There has been no collaboration on this book. I take full responsibility for any errors or omissions in recounting both historic events and narrative description. Some names have been changed to protect the respective individuals’ privacy. While writing this book has been a trying experience for me, it nonetheless gave me new life to be able to contribute to the world’s knowledge of what really happened on the Bataan Death March and of conditions in a Japanese prisoner of war camp.
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CHAPTER 1

A HITCH IN COMPANY B

At 12:25 P.M. on December 8, 1941, while bivouacked around Clark Field, the large U.S. air base in the Philippines, we heard the reassuring sound of planes overhead. We felt secure knowing that our air force was there to protect us and that we would not be the victims of a surprise attack like those bombed on Pearl Harbor only hours before (December 7, Hawaiian time). We looked up and saw fifty-four beautiful bombers in the sky—our planes coming back from a mission, we thought.

How wrong we were. The ground beneath us shook, and I will always remember the noise of those screeching bombs falling from the sky. Then came the explosions—first one, then what seemed like a hundred more—that sounded like thousands of large firecrackers going off at the same time. Some were direct hits on our planes, which were standing idle on the tarmac of Clark Field, while others exploded all around the airfield, killing or injuring hundreds of men who only a few hours ago were laughing and talking of the fun they were going to have once they got back home.

Craters opened up all over Clark Field from the high-altitude bombing. Then, without warning, in came the Japanese Zeros from the southeast, with the hot blazing sun as their backdrop. Just as we saw them, they began dropping their bomb loads. Then they swiftly turned and began strafing the entire airfield. Men ran for shelter from this barrage of bullets and shrapnel, but there was no place to hide. The bombing lasted for about fifteen minutes, while the strafing continued for what seemed like hours but was probably not more than thirty minutes. Despite all the available military intelligence about the Japanese plans and their preparations, plus our knowledge of the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor that very morning, here we were, victims of another surprise attack that left our aircraft in shambles and our fighting force in utter disarray.

I was just twenty-one years old and thought I had my whole life in front of me. What a jolt this was to my dreams of a good life with a wonderful woman by my side and with a job that would pay me enough to do all those things I always wanted: to be happy, to raise a family, and to enjoy life. “Play the cards that were dealt you” was what I always said as a youngster, and it was my motto that December day.

It was easy to tell what was happening, but I did not know what was going to happen. Little did I know then that this uncertainty about the future would stay with me for nearly four miserable years. Perhaps it was not being able to look forward that made me think back eighteen months earlier.

I had dropped out of high school in my senior year. I thought I knew more than my teachers and continuing school was just a waste of my time. I had been attending Lane Tech, an all-boys’ high school in Chicago, studying aeronautical engineering, a most sophisticated course for a high school. At eighteen I wanted to make my way in the business world. I did not want to wait for graduation. After all, going to college was not on my agenda, and I was dating a girl whose father wanted his daughter to marry someone who was successful in business or was in a profession.

A friend of mine was working in a factory that made various knick-knacks, mirrored wall supports, pipe stands, and hanging decorative plate holders. I got a job with the company selling these items to department stores. Luck was with me, and I made enough money in the first year to open my own little factory and make items that I created. As soon as I started to see my little business becoming successful, however, the government instituted a military draft of all young men eighteen and older. By this time I had reached the ripe old age of twenty, and I knew that I was a prime target to be one of the first persons drafted.

My jet-black hair, brown eyes, and dark complexion made people think my family came from Italy. In fact, the families of most of my Italian friends could not understand why I did not speak to them in Italian. Actually, my family is Jewish. My mother was born in Philadelphia and her parents came from Poland, while my father, whose parents came from Germany, was born in New York. The family name was Tenenberg, and my brother Bill used the name “Tenney” during the late thirties, when he wrestled under the name of “Wild Bill Tenney.” Members of our family had been called Tenney for years, and during all my time in the service, I was known merely as Tenney. (I changed my name officially in September 1947, after finding out that many of my POW friends could not locate me in Chicago under the name of Tenney.)

I was young, healthy, and strong. I weighed about 185 pounds, was five feet ten inches tall, and was not afraid of a thing. By mid-1940, I saw the handwriting on the wall. There was no doubt in my mind that I would be chosen in the first draft, so I made plans to enter the service my way. I wanted to pick the outfit I would serve with and not be drafted and thrown into a group of strangers.

At about the same time, I read an article in a 1940 Reader s Digest that said “... the younger generation, that is, the war babies, now reaching maturity seem utterly incapable of taking on their responsibilities to the nation; they are aimless, soft and generally immature. ...” I could not believe what I read. It sure was not talking about me, or was it? This article helped me make up my mind. I was going to volunteer and accept my responsibility to my family and my country. I was not soft and aimless, and I did not think I was immature.

In September 1940,1 decided to volunteer instead of waiting to be drafted. I wanted to serve my one year and then to get on with my life. I had read that some National Guard units from the Chicago area would be mobilized that year. I realized I would have to live closely with those I served in the military; therefore, I wanted to have some choice in the fellows who would become my barracks buddies. Thus, I visited one National Guard unit after the other, but none seemed to satisfy my criteria. I did not even know what I was looking for, but I just did not feel comfortable with any of the groups I visited. Then one morning, after all my searching, I read a small article in the Chicago Tribune that contained the statement, “I am proud to serve my country in a time of need. The United States has been good to me and now I can pay back a little to America for all the good I have received.” This quote was credited to Sgt. Richard E. Danca, 192d Tank Battalion, Company B of the Illinois National Guard from Maywood, Illinois.

This man with the positive attitude was what I had been searching for, people who felt proud to serve if called upon. My next step was to find out where and when this outfit met, and then to figure out how to get there.

Maywood was twenty-two miles from my home, but I was committed to go and find out if all the men in Company B felt the way Sergeant Danca did. So early one Thursday evening I set out for this small bedroom community west of Chicago. The trip took two transfers on the El (train) and two transfers on the bus. An hour and fifteen minutes later, I arrived at the door of the Maywood Armory, headquarters of the 192d Tank Battalion, Company B.

The Maywood Armory was more like a country club compared to the other National Guard units I visited. First I was greeted warmly with a “Hi, buddy! What’s your name and where are you from?” Then I was invited to participate in a friendly game of pool. Aha, I thought, this is where they get me—big bets for a little unknown. But this was not the case; they were just being sociable.

Next came an invitation to bowl a game with some of the men. Impressed, I thought, gosh, a bowling alley at a National Guard outfit? Yep, true, this was like a country club. One of the men asked me to bowl a game with him. He introduced himself as Lewis Brittan and said he was also new here. Like me, he had just come by to take a look at the men in this outfit. “Just call me Lew,” he offered.

Lew was about six feet tall and well-built, with dark black hair and a small, black pencil-stripe mustache. About two or three years my senior, Lew had a rare friendliness, and when he asked me to bowl, I could sense his warmth and sincerity. His voice and his facial expression showed that he was not just trying to be hospitable; he was interested in people and wanted to make friends. I immediately accepted his offer. Lew and I hit it off from that first moment. (We stayed together throughout the war, the march, and prison camp, and we came home together. In fact, we even went into business together while both of us worked on our degrees from the University of Miami. We remained friends until he died of a massive heart attack while sitting in his chair at home on September 23, 1990.)

While talking to many of the other men, I found out that they all shared the same philosophy as Sergeant Danca. They were willing to serve their country in a time of need. I knew right then and there that as long as I was going to enter the service, I wanted to serve with this group of men. It was a great group; the men all fought and responded as any good soldiers would. They played as if there was no tomorrow, they cared for one another, and they acted under pressure just as I had expected. (The few survivors in the early 1990s—14 out of 164—still care for each other and are concerned for each other’s welfare.)

The word was out. All four companies of the 192d Tank Battalion were to be inducted into federal service on November 25, 1940. Company A was from Janesville, Wisconsin; Company B, our company, was from May-wood, Illinois; Company C was from Port Clinton, Ohio; and Company D was from Harrodsburg, Kentucky. (Company D was supposed to be transferred to the 194th Tank Battalion immediately after the war started and would have become that battalion’s Company C.) Our destination was Fort Knox, Kentucky.

When the line formed for signing up, I was right up front. I wanted to be a part of this group. I was so proud that I was busting out all over. The man in front of me was asked for his date of birth, and after responding he was told, “Sorry, buddy, but you aren’t twenty-one yet so you have to get your parents’ consent before we can accept you.” This news was a surprise to me. I thought eighteen was the legal age for joining up, and I would not be twenty-one until July 1.

When my turn came and I was asked, “In what year were you born?” I quickly said, “1919, sir.” So on October 12, 1940, I became a proud member of Company B of the 192d Tank Battalion. Yes, I was going to get my year of military service over with in a hurry.

I was a proud American boy, and when I came home wearing my uniform, my folks were equally proud of me. I was the apple of the family’s eye. All four of my brothers gave me words of encouragement and plenty of advice on how to keep out of trouble.

I was the baby of the family, and my brothers were older by ten to sixteen years. My mother and father had had their share of grief and had experienced and overcome heartache together years before. In 1918 my folks lived in Philadelphia, and on a cold December morning, while my dad was at work, Mom went shopping. My two sisters were home alone, and twelve-year-old Edith decided to light the gas stove for a little extra heat in the house. She lit a match and turned on the gas, but the match blew out, so she went to the cupboard for another. The gas from the stove had not been turned off and fumes filled the kitchen. When Edith struck the second match, the spark set off an explosion, and flames ignited her clothes. Ruth, the younger sister, was frightened beyond belief. Both girls ran outside. Edith rolled over in the snow to douse the flames while Ruth cried helplessly. Edith died on the way to the hospital. Ruth caught a cold on that dreadful day and died within a week.

The deaths of two daughters in one week gave my mother and father their first lesson in survival, personal fortitude, and the need for a positive attitude for their life. Their family doctor suggested that they try to have another child as soon as possible. I was born out of that catastrophe, and although I am sure Mom and Dad really wanted a little girl, they never showed any disappointment or remorse that their last child was a boy. My folks were wonderful people who faced life with the basic philosophy of “Enjoy your todays, and you will look forward to your tomorrows.” I adopted their philosophy as my hitch in the service began.

The evening of November 25 came quickly. We all lined up in our sparkling clean uniforms, and with full packs on our backs, we stood at attention for roll call. Down the line came Capt. Theodore F. Wickord, looking every bit the part of a commanding officer. He was dressed in a spotless and well-pressed uniform. His five-foot ten-inch frame was nearly overshadowed by his proud, puffed-out chest, which seemed to shout, “I’m proud of my country and the service I am about to give.” The captain was about thirty-two years old, and his hair was already starting to recede. Because of that mature touch, he had the appearance of an old hand at leading a bunch of soldiers. Actually, Captain Wickord was a supervisor with the local power company and only played soldier once a week with this National Guard unit.

The captain started asking each man in turn, “What do you want to be in this man’s army?” Finally he came to me. I was one of the last men in the formation because my last name started with a “t.” Little did I realize that Wickord was a man with great determination. He wanted to find a man for every job description in the outfit, and when he asked me about my job, I replied, “Tank driver, sir.” The captain then said, “What’s your second choice?” My response was a resounding, “Radio operator, sir.” Then the captain said, “What’s your third choice?” This question caught me off guard. At one time I had served an apprenticeship as a short order cook at a leading hotel in Chicago, so I joked, “Cook, sir.” This answer was what he had been waiting for; 164 men were leaving that evening for Fort Knox, Kentucky, without one cook among us.

I was made the cook for our company until a few chosen men completed Cooks’ and Bakers’ School, a three-month course. Without an assistant except for fifteen KPs (kitchen police, or those assigned kitchen duty) for each meal, cooking was hard work and involved long hours. I cooked over coal-fired stoves that had to be started by 3:00 in the morning in order to be ready for breakfast at 6:00. As the only cook, I had to prepare three meals a day plus midnight guard meals every fourth day.

After we arrived at Fort Knox, our company was about ten men short of full strength, so ten new inductees from the Chicago area were assigned to our unit. These men were given kitchen duty during their first week. Their constant attendance in the kitchen and their willingness to do anything asked of them made my job as cook a little easier.

When the men who went to Cooks’ and Bakers’ School had graduated and returned to our company, I was relieved of my duty as cook and was given a ten-day leave to rest up and to choose whatever school I wanted to attend. With great anticipation and excitement, I went home—home not only to my mother and father but to Laura, the girl I loved and someday would call my wife. On the train going home, I thought of how I met Laura.

It was at the Trianon Ballroom located in the south side of Chicago, when I was seventeen years old. During the late thirties, I loved dancing to the music of Kay Kyser, Tommy Dorsey, Paul Whiteman, and Benny Goodman, whose bands played the ballrooms in and around Chicago. On a particular Saturday night in June, four other fellows and I traveled the twenty-five miles to the Trianon to hear the music of Guy Lombardo. Luck was with me that night, for I met Laura, who had come to the Trianon Ballroom with three of her girlfriends to dance.

She was standing near the doorway as I entered. Laura was unusually beautiful. She was about five feet four inches tall, weighed about 115 pounds, and had a magnificent figure. Her slender waist, which I could span with my two hands, emphasized her ample breasts. Her clear blue eyes sparkled and lit up the entire room. Looking into Laura’s eyes, fringed with long black lashes, made me wonder if she was an angel. Her light brown hair fell softly against her cheeks in the sleek, loose pageboy style of the day, and her smile was so friendly. She spoke with the gentleness of a true lady. I had never met a girl with so much charm and personality.

It was love at first sight for me; Laura told me afterward that it was love at second sight for her. I danced every dance with her that night. She was so beautiful, such a perfect lady, and so prim and proper in everything she did or said. I could not take my eyes off of her. The electrical charge from this meeting went through me at full throttle. When I left the ballroom with my friends, I told them, “I want nothing to do with any other girl from tonight on. I’ve found the girl I want to become my wife.” After I got home I pinched myself to see if I was I dreaming. How lucky could one person be to find someone so enchantingly beautiful and to be so much in love? Laura was my first love, and in my excitement, I felt that I would never meet anyone who could compare with her.

During my leave, I saw Laura every glorious day. We talked about our future together, our plans and aspirations, our goals and dreams. We realized how much we meant to each other. When I had returned to Fort Knox, I had to clear Laura from my mind before I could decide which military school I wanted to attend. I opted for Radio Operators’ School, a six-week course, and after graduation I was assigned as radio operator in the lead tank—the captain’s tank, no less.

While attending Radio Operator’s School, I did not have to pull any other duty, and because of Laura, I did not want to have any dates or fool around at dance halls or bars. Therefore, having a lot of free time I went to Louisville, Kentucky, which is about eighteen miles from Fort Knox, and got a part-time job at a Walgreen Drugstore as a soda jerk. I earned twenty-five cents an hour while keeping busy and tried to save a little extra cash for my future. At this time I was a private, making thirty dollars a month. So the extra cash came in mighty handy when I went on a leave.

As I completed Radio Operators’ School, the newspapers reported that the United States was unhappy with Japan because of the war it instigated against China. The stories indicated that the Japanese soldiers were performing barbaric acts against the Chinese, both the civilian and military populations. The Japanese aggression against China started in 1931, but the full assault did not occur until early in 1937.

By April 1940 the Sino-Japanese war had depleted Japan’s oil reserves to a catastrophic low. The U.S. government, realizing Japan’s resources were dwindling fast and wanting to curtail any further Japanese aggression, imposed a complete iron embargo against Japan. Japan was being strangled, pushed into a corner. Then on September 27, 1940, Japan signed a military pact with Italy and Germany and condemned the United States for its interference. I had a feeling then that in just a matter of time we would be at war with Japan. The U.S. economic boycott of Japan continued until the surprise attacks on Pearl Harbor and the Philippine Islands.

Was it a coincidence that in September 1940, after the three-nation pact was signed, the U.S. military draft began? At this time our armed forces began a concentrated effort to train men for combat.

For Mother’s Day 1941, I wrote the following letter to my mother, expressing my love for her and my awareness of the possibility of war and of the need to fight to protect our country. I also wanted to acknowledge my mother’s strengths and her influences on me: first, her positive attitude about life and, second, her conviction that the United States was the best place in the world to live. As I look back it is easy to see that I inherited her love of country and her positive outlook. That positive attitude was the most dominating influence in my survival.

May 7, 1941

My Dear Mother:

This year I’ll not be home on Mother’s Day which will be Sunday May 11, and I won’t see that big smile of yours, while tears roll from your eyes. I’ll not be there to wear my red carnation symbolizing my Mother is among the living, and mingle with those wearing a carnation of white, whose Mothers have gone beyond. So this year I give you this letter as my Mother’s Day gift.

Seems funny, Mom, that when I think of you, I recall a lot of little things that bind us so close together. I remember the first time I wanted the car to drive all by myself, you interceded for me, and said you thought I was old enough to have it. I recall how you took me to the store to buy me my first long pants suit. Doesn’t seem long ago that you caught me shaving. Of course I didn’t really need it, but you only smiled. These and many other things come back to me now as I sit here and write you. Another thing I’ll always remember is the look on your face when I left home for Fort Knox. You were torn between two desires. Your mind said you didn’t want me to go, but your heart said I was doing what you had always taught me. That I should prepare myself as best I could for any eventuality. You also taught me it was right to help protect those unable to protect themselves, either as a person or their rights. That’s what we thousands of boys are doing in the Army camps today, preparing ourselves to protect those people and those privileges we love, should the day ever come when someone might try to take them away from us.

When you get this letter, you will be but one of thousands of Mothers all over the United States who have letters from their sons on Mother’s Day. Here at Fort Knox, almost every fellow I know is writing his Mother, if she is alive, and if she has passed on they will be thinking about her. I’m closing this letter now. I want you to know you are the most dominating influence in my life. You know my weaknesses and my strengths. My weaknesses you have tried to build up, and my strengths you have tried to guide in the right path. You smiled when I needed a smile and scolded when I had done wrong. For these things I’ll be eternally grateful, and whatever I am, or might be, I owe to you.

Your ever loving and devoted son,

Lester

In early September 1941, the week before we left Fort Knox for maneuvers, Laura came to Kentucky to be with me. It was then we decided, in spite of everything, to get married. We were in love and did not think rationally. I had no profession to speak of and no future. And Laura’s mother and father had made it clear from the start that they wanted her to marry someone with wealth or a man who at least had the opportunity to acquire it.

We had talked for hours about whether we should get married. Every reason why we should had at least two reasons why we should not. As so often happens, however, romance won out over common sense. That night I made love to her. I promised her that our life would be a good one and that we would succeed at whatever we attempted. The following morning I noticed that Laura was not herself. Then it came out: she felt guilty about what had happened. She asked me what we would do if she were pregnant. A nice girl just did not get pregnant out of wedlock and disgrace her entire family.

We made a decision. The following day I borrowed Lew’s car, and we drove for an hour or two looking for a justice of the peace or anyone that could marry us and make our affair legal and honorable. Finally, in a little town in the hills of Kentucky, I went inside the general store and asked if there was an official in town that could marry us. Much to my surprise and happiness, the store owner was a justice of the peace and said he could help us.

No marriage ceremony as such, it was just a few words, simple and to the point: “Will you take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife? ...” After taking our marriage vows, the justice handed me some very legal-looking papers that I assumed included the wedding certificate. I put them in my pocket, planning to put them in my footlocker for safekeeping. Then the justice invited us to stay at his house that night. We accepted and were shown to a small guest bedroom on the top floor of his home. The room was furnished with old country-style furniture, made from boxes and scrap lumber, but on our first night together as husband and wife, it seemed like a castle to us. We thought it was a glorious way to end such a perfect day.

The next week the four tank companies of the 192d Tank Battalion went on maneuvers at Camp Polk, Louisiana. Our battalion, the only National Guard unit attached to the 1st Armored Division, performed at an extraordinary pace. It seemed we did everything right. Under the watchful eyes of the army’s special investigative team, which included Gen. George S. Patton, a brilliant officer who was an authority on tank warfare, our battalion was declared the finest tank unit of all those on maneuvers. In effect, we won the war games.

To this day I cannot figure out how we won the simulated war when all we had were broomsticks for guns, markers for heavy tanks, and a few tanks of 1930s vintage. In spite of all these flaws, we were chosen the tank group to head overseas. Actually, unbeknownst to us, we had been selected weeks earlier as the tank group to fill Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s plan for defending the Philippine Islands, the plan known as War Plan Orange III, or WPOIII for short.

Mac Arthur devised WPOIII in April 1941. Based on the assumption that the war would only be between Japan and the United States, WPOIII theorized that Manila would be abandoned and declared an “open” city and that the U.S. forces would then withdraw to the Bataan peninsula, where they could hold out until reinforcements arrived from Pearl Harbor. Meanwhile, our offshore fortress, the island of Corregidor, along with our ability to overlook all of Manila Bay would provide the firepower needed for the delaying action that would eventually push the Japanese from the shores of the Philippines.

By October 1941 the world situation changed, and a new plan was devised that was to be implemented if the United States found itself at war with Germany and Japan at the same time. According to the new plan, Rainbow V, which was developed with the full cooperation and in consultation  with the British General Staff, Germany was considered the enemy to defeat before an all-out effort would be made against Japan. Rainbow V still called for the forces in the Philippines to adopt a defensive strategy similar to WPOIII.

While the war games were finishing, all four companies of the 192d Tank Battalion were gathered together in a special area of Camp Polk, where our commanding officer, Major Wickord (recently promoted from captain) and General Patton informed us of our honor of being the outstanding unit. They told us that we were going overseas, but they could not, or would not, tell us where. Then everyone in our tank unit was granted a ten-day furlough. Major Wickord said, “Go home, say your good-byes, get your life in order, because we set sail from Angel Island in a few weeks.” Where is Angel Island? I wondered.

Within the next twenty-four hours, we lined up outside the medic’s office and received inoculations for typhoid, tetanus, yellow fever, and diphtheria. In addition, of course, the army determined our blood types, just in case of an emergency. The 192d Tank Battalion was also issued brand-new tanks, so new that no one knew how to operate them. And because we needed so many, they were commandeered from other units then getting instructions on their use. All of our old tanks were traded to the tank units that were staying in the States. The new tanks accompanied us to the Philippines.

I enjoyed ten days with my new wife, planning and discussing our life together. I had a feeling then that this might be the last time, for a long time, that we would see each other. I was not alone in facing the problems that early marriage entailed under these conditions. Many of my buddies had married their childhood sweethearts; others planned on getting married to their girlfriends when they returned. A few did so, but many others never returned to fulfill their vows or enjoy the love of their family and friends.

The men who returned to Camp Polk from their furloughs were the younger men, without family obligations. The older men and those with children were not expected to go overseas with their unit, and special provisions were made for them. If they wanted to go with the company they could, but once under way, there was no turning back. A few of our men went absent without leave (AWOL). I guess they just did not want to go overseas. Two of the men who did not return after furlough were company cooks.

Those of us who did return started to load equipment aboard flatcars that were waiting at a siding by camp headquarters. We received new tanks, new half-tracks, and new command cars. Just about everything we loaded that day was new issue. We then packed all of our personal items into an olive green army duffel bag. I remember putting the folded papers from the justice of the peace into a letter-writing pad Laura had given me.

On October 20, 1941, we left Louisiana for Angel Island, which I found out was in San Francisco Bay, California. Our train traveled slowly through the countryside, and due to the extremely heavy load it was carrying, we had to stop frequently to check the cables and rods holding the equipment. Nighttime came, and we were given dinners of cold fried chicken, coleslaw, carrot salad with raisins, a large apple, and for dessert, a piece of chocolate cake—all wrapped and squeezed into a box six-by-eight-by-two-inches deep.

After eating our first meal aboard the train, we sat around in small groups, just reminiscing about what we had done during our furlough. I could feel the sadness of the entire group. No one said a word about the possibilities of war. Instead, we tried to pretend that we were going on an adventure. With very little to do on the train, most of us got into our bunks fairly early. I was tired and fell sound asleep almost at once.

I do not remember what time it was when I was abruptly awakened by Capt. Donald Hanes, our new company commander. He stood next to my bunk and violently shook me until I woke up. He said in a raspy voice, “Tenney, there’re no cooks aboard. They all went AWOL. Can you get up and get breakfast ready for the men?” I knew this was not a question, but rather an order, so I got up and found my way to the chow car, about four cars to the rear. When I looked at my watch, it was 4:30 in the morning. All of a sudden I knew what I was going to do on this train ride—work.

Cooking on a troop train in 1941 was not a bed of roses. We cooked on stoves heated by coal. Washing pots and pans as well as the men’s mess kits presented a problem all its own; water had to be boiled in forty-gallon pots. Coffee, a staple for the army, was still made the old-fashioned way, with ground coffee beans put into large kettles of boiling water that sat till the coffee looked and tasted done. When ready, we poured a little cold water over the coffee and the grounds would settle to the bottom, unless the train jerked at the wrong moment.

In preparing three meals a day, we worked from 4:00 in the morning straight through till 8:00 at night. We needed this much time for starting the fires, preparing the food, maneuvering around a room sixty feet long and only eight feet wide, and moving a line of 168 hungry soldiers through this maze without getting everyone and everything upset and agitated.

When we arrived at Angel Island, local longshoremen handled the unloading of the train and the loading of the ship. We were lined up for a set of examinations that many of the men hoped they would fail but with no such luck. Everyone passed with flying colors, and plans were under way for an early departure to destinations unknown.

I still remember that first night on Angel Island. I sat on my bunk and wrote a letter to my wife, Laura. I felt that this might be my last one to her for a long, long time. I poured my heart out to her, hoping she would understand my innermost feelings about what I believed would happen during the next few months. With tears in my eyes and a lump in my throat, I started the letter. I tried to express my feelings as best I could, realizing that whatever I wrote would not be taken seriously by anyone else in the world except Laura, who really cared.

October 26, 1941

My Dearest Laura:

I am sitting here on an old army cot, afraid to make a sudden move or the cot will collapse. But I must write you today because I may not have another opportunity for a long, long time. We just finished seeing our tanks and other equipment put aboard the “Hugh L. Scott” transport. We aren’t sure just when we will be taking off, but the bet is it will be either tomorrow or the next day. Seems the rumor has it we will be heading for the Philippine Islands and getting ready to defend our military position there against the Japanese.

In spite of all of the partying, there is little or no real laughter here. This evening is one we will always remember. Sadness seems to be everywhere. Some of the fellows, I’m sure, are sad because they are leaving their recent wives, or their sweethearts who will eventually become their brides. I’m sad because I’m leaving you. I want you to know that you mean the world and all to me, and I’ll always love you till the day I die. My life became more meaningful because of you. I’ll be home before you know it, then we can start our life together—forever.

There is a lot of talk about war with Japan. Some say it is inevitable, that it will happen before this year is over. As we listen to the news broadcasts we are well aware of the pressure being applied to the Japanese to stop their war with China, but the feeling here is the Japs will not listen to us and won’t be so afraid of our embargo of oil and the hold on all of their money won’t alter their course of action. Not a happy thought, but we are being realistic and trying not to bury our heads in the sand. War is a real possibility, our being at the start of it is also a real possibility. None of us want to fight, but we will if pushed. One of our concerns today is the fact that we loaded new tanks for our future use, but we don’t know how to operate them. Not drive them, they drive the same as any other tank, but the equipment inside: the radio, the machine guns, the cannon in the turret, all of these things are new to us and we haven’t had any training or practice in the proper operation. Maybe when we get to the Philippines they’ll teach us. I sure hope so.

Well, good night my dearest, try to keep thinking of me, think of all the things we will do when I come home and get out of the service. This may be my last letter for a while, so keep it close to your heart and remember, I love you, I want you or I don’t want to live.

With great love as always,

Les

Laura saved this letter. She later gave it to my mother for her memory box, a shoe box filled with letters, newspaper clippings, and anything else that would remind her of her soldier son in the Philippines.

At about 8:00 P.M. on October 27, 1941, aboard the Hugh. L. Scott, formerly known as the President Pierce, we headed out of San Francisco Bay toward Hawaii and then on to the Philippines. The Scott traveled as a luxury cruise ship prior to being taken over by the U.S. government. When the government converted the ship to a troop carrier, it dispensed with the luxury accommodations. Most of the men slept on hammocks, three deep, in the hold of the ship. By the end of the first full day, I was just getting over my seasickness when I heard that the ship’s chaplain was looking for an assistant—someone to run the games, check out game equipment, and oversee the other entertainment on board the ship.

I had nothing to do aboard ship, as I was given a no-work order by Captain Hanes. His theory was I had pulled duty on the train when all of the other men rested, so it was my turn to rest while all of the other men pulled duty. Sitting around doing nothing was not my style, so I volunteered for the job of assistant to the chaplain. Little did I know then what perks went with the job.

I was given my own two-room cabin to use as an office as well as my sleeping accommodations. I was allowed to choose a helper, and of course I chose my buddy, Lew Brittan. For the next month, our voyage on the troop ship was more like that of a cruise ship. Lew and I had all of the freedom and luxury one could expect. We printed a daily paper, assembled a ten-piece band, loaned out all types of games, and even ran some group games for all those aboard who wanted to participate.

Upon our arrival in Hawaii, Lew and I were given full liberty, along with a wallet full of money to buy interesting games for the men to use for the balance of the trip. By this time the rumor was we were heading for Manila in the Philippine Islands. To most of the men aboard our ship this sounded like a dream come true—to see the world and get paid for it. It was a chance to experience the romance, intrigue, and excitement of a country in the Far East, thousands of miles from home; a journey to a faraway land we would be able to tell our children about.

I was nervous about the upcoming trip. Just a few months before, in July 1941, the British had cut off all supplies of rubber to Japan, and the U.S. government had frozen all Japanese assets held in the United States. That meant all oil and other vital shipments to Japan were stopped at once, and Japan was left without funds to pay for the supplies it needed to continue its war with China. Of course, that was the idea behind both the embargo and the freezing of all assets—to stop Japan’s war with China.

The more I read about Japan’s economic problems, the more I worried about what consequences we would face because of our country’s actions. I did not have to wait very long before I found out. From the time we left Hawaii till we arrived in the Philippines, we traveled in blackout conditions because we saw Japanese warships following us about two miles off our port side.

I wrote the following letter to my folks while I was in Honolulu, explaining to them my concerns about war with Japan. The letter, exactly as written, shows my apprehension regarding the United States’ involvement with Japan.

November 9, 1941, from Honolulu

My Dear Mother and Father:

I hope and pray that this letter finds everyone in the best of health. Don’t worry about me because I’m feeling OK. We believe we are going to the Philippines, we also are aware of the fact that we won’t be home for a long while, some say two years, others say longer. Most of us are homesick already, and my coming from a lovely and warm family makes the being away even harder. But here I am 5,000 miles from home so I’ll just smile and try to forget my worries and make the most of it. We had just docked at Honolulu and the scenery is really gorgeous, something out of a book. I may bring Laura here for a honeymoon some day.

As far as we know we are going to Manila, that’s in the Philippine Islands, but there is the possibility that we may go on to Singapore to help out the Marines. I guess it all depends on the situation with Japan. Let’s hope and pray that nothing comes of all this. It sure is hot down here. Nothing like it at home even in the summers. I went to the mainland this evening, and saw almost everything there is to be seen, including “Hell’s Half Acre” and the Royal Hawaiian Hotel. Boy what a view from here, you can see in all directions, the beautiful water, the mountains and the landscape for as far as you can see.

My job on the boat is the Chaplain’s assistant (not bad for a Jewish boy). We sail in two more days for Manila. I’ll send another letter once we arrive there. We are all very tense because when we leave here we are going to travel with a Navy escort and we will be traveling through some mighty dangerous waters. You see, we have to go right through some Japanese Islands. We were also told we would be traveling “blackout.”

I don’t know what else to write about. I’m always thinking about you. I’ll never, in all my life forget you. You are the dearest parents a fellow could ever want, and I love both of you for it. There will never be anyone to take your place.

Your loyal, faithful and ever loving son,

Lester

P.S. Dad, Please take good care of Laura for me, look after her a little. Just in case anything should happen to me, please pay up my insurance, then if anything happens . . . well pay it up because the situation looks pretty bad. Keep your faith. I’ll keep mine, you’ll see, everything will work out for the best.

We received orders from stateside to avoid any contact with the Japanese ships we had seen. Those of us aboard the troop ship in November 1941 knew from what we had seen that there was a strong possibility of a confrontation with the Japanese in the not-too-distant future. Based on what we had read about the rape of Nanking, we thought we had a pretty good idea of what to expect in the coming months, but little did we dream of the full horror that lay ahead.


CHAPTER 2

SURPRISE ATTACK

We arrived in the Philippines on November 20, 1941, the newly proclaimed Thanksgiving Day, nicknamed “Franksgiving Day” because President Franklin D. Roosevelt moved it back one week to allow for more shopping days between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Instead of turkey that day, we enlisted men had hot dogs. (Our officers went to the Officers’ Club and had turkey with all the trimmings.)

Unfortunately, no mail awaited us when we arrived; but after all, no one was supposed to know where we were going. Most of us were a little depressed when we found out there would be no mail call.

Our entire tank battalion was sent to Fort Stotsenburg, adjacent to Clark Field, where we were housed in tents about one thousand feet from the airfield. The tremendous military buildup in the Philippines of both men and equipment, over such a short period of time, caused a severe housing shortage and required hundreds of us to live in tents on the perimeter of Clark Field. This “tent city” arose overnight, with thirty or more tents in an area that only days before was a parade ground. Each tent was more like a tent-house, about twenty feet square, with a wooden floor and wooden supports. The canvas that was stretched over the basic form had a door and two window openings on each side. Six men were assigned to each tent.

Shortly after arriving at our new tent homes at Fort Stotsenburg, we discovered the relaxed way army personnel lived in the Philippines. To our amazement each tent-house had a houseboy, whose duties included shining shoes, making beds, and keeping everything shipshape. Within days of our arrival, we were propositioned by some of the local “businessmen” to buy Filipino-made knives for three pesos, to have sharkskin suits made to order for twenty pesos, and to have a good time with their “sisters” for only five pesos. The exchange rate at this time was one peso for fifty cents.

We had been in the islands a little more than two weeks when the war started, but we had not yet become accustomed to the heat and humidity. We also found the language and Filipino customs difficult to reconcile with our midwestern culture. Young boys selling the pleasures of their sisters; water buffalo, called carabao, roaming the roads and being considered a part of the Filipino family; and six or seven people living, eating, and sleeping in a one-room hut were hard for many of us Americans to accept. In addition, we could not distinguish a Filipino from a Japanese or Chinese person; the facial characteristics of all Asians appeared identical to our unaccustomed eyes. This later proved very distressful and challenging when we had to search for Japanese spies and infiltrators.

In spite of my frustration of being in unfamiliar surroundings and among people I could not understand, I was nevertheless having a good time. As a cook in the islands, I was supposed to work one day and have three days off—not a bad work schedule. This freedom gave me more time to explore the countryside. No matter where I went on the island, however, I always felt a twinge of insecurity that came from never really knowing which of the natives were my allies. Each time I saw someone with oriental features, I thought he or she was Japanese, which was silly because most of the Asians in the Philippines were Chinese.

On November 27, the Far East Air Command ordered two all-unit warnings and alerts—one during the day and the other at night—but the tank units never received the alerts. We could never figure out why.

Apparently, the Navy Department in Washington, D.C., broke a Japanese coded message giving November 29 as the date for hostilities to begin. Our leaders in Washington then sent Gen. Walter C. Short and Adm. Husband E. Kimmel in Hawaii a message that said, “This dispatch is to be considered a war warning. Negotiations with Japan looking toward stabilization of conditions in the Pacific have ceased and an aggressive move by Japan is expected within the next few days.” This message, along with many other decoded Japanese messages, alerted our military high command that an aggressive move by Japan could be expected momentarily. When nothing unusual happened on the twenty-ninth or the following day, all caution was thrown to the wind. We went back to what we were doing before the warning—nothing.

On November 29,1 was able to send the following postal telegraph message home:

ARRIVED MANILA SAFE WON’T BE ABLE TO WRITE FOR A WHILE TELL LAURA I SEND MY LOVE HOPE EVERYONE FEELING FINE LOVE TO ALL - LESTER FORT STOTSENBURG

By the end of November, the navy ordered all ships to leave Manila and move south, out of reach of the Japanese bombers. It seems everyone in authority knew that a confrontation with the Japanese was imminent. Yet in spite of all of this preplanning and knowledge, our ships in Pearl Harbor and our planes in the Philippines remained easy targets for the enemy.

On December 1, 1941, as reported in U.S. Army in World War II, 19,138 U.S. service personnel and 11,957 Philippine Scouts, for a total of 31,095 trained and equipped military people, defended the entire Philippines. Add to this an unknown number of Filipinos who were mobilized into the Philippine Army, but without training, guns, uniforms, or helmets. In addition to these meager, poorly trained and ill-equipped troops, we only had 35 B-17s, 18 B-18s, 107 P-40s, and a handful of other aircraft too old and outdated to mention. This fighting force, however, had the duty and responsibility to protect the Philippines against any aggressor—and Japan, in particular.

As early as December 1, many of our tanks went into battle position for the defense of Clark Field, a plan that was previously arranged; and some of the tanks were still there on December 7 when war broke out. On December 4, naval intelligence in Washington wanted to issue an attack warning, but the request was denied at a level higher than that of MacArthur. In spite of this, MacArthur still sent out patrols each night. They came back and reported sighting enemy bomber groups twenty miles to fifty miles out at sea. As soon as our planes spotted them, our pilots would turn away and head back to base.

As if this was not enough, we still did not have any training on the new tanks. While we were in Honolulu, our commander had tried to borrow two 37mm guns (the types mounted in our new tanks) and enough ammunition to practice from our transport deck while en route to the Philippines; but post ordnance in Hawaii refused this request. When our tank unit arrived in the Philippines, we asked for the use of a firing range so that we could become familiar with the weapons mounted in our new tanks. This request was also denied. Therefore, it was not until the Japanese bombers and Zeros came over Clark Field that we were able to get in our “practice.” On-the-job training does not work very well under these conditions.

Due to the time difference, it was 3:00 A.M. on December 8 in Manila when at 8:00 A.M. Hawaii time, December 7, the Japanese struck the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor. General MacArthur, his staff officers, and all unit commanders were informed of the attack within minutes. At 5:00 A.M. the air force commander in the Philippines asked permission to load bombs on our planes and proceed to destroy the enemy on Formosa, a take-off point for the Japanese bombers and Zeros. If we could get to Formosa (now Taiwan) before any other Japanese aircraft could take off, we could direct a severe blow to the enemy, on their land, before they could deploy for the Philippines. The pilots and their crews were all hyped up, ready to rain retaliation on our new enemy, the Japanese; but our bomb group was told to wait for orders from MacArthur.

At about 5:30 in the morning of December 8, we were awakened and told the United States was at war with the Japanese. We were briefed on the disaster at Pearl Harbor and instructed to prepare for the landing of Japanese paratroopers at Clark Field. Our entire battalion—tanks, halftracks, and other armored vehicles, as well as all personnel—were sent to Clark Field to repel an enemy landing.

At 11:30 A.M., six hours after we received word that we were at war, MacArthur finally approved the air raid on Formosa. The crews loaded the bombs—twenty-pounders, fifty-pounders, and one hundred-pound bombs—as fast as they could. When the planes were loaded, their commander authorized the pilots and crews to take a lunch break. Of course they left the planes loaded with tons of high explosives, all in a nice straight row, ready to take off as soon as the crews came back from lunch. Our pursuit planes, the P-40s, were out on a reconnaissance mission and were ordered to return at noon. The pilots taxied the P-40s in from the runway, lined them up like sitting ducks, and went to lunch. The radar man at Clark Field, an inexperienced operator, turned off his machine and also went to lunch.

Meanwhile, by 8:00 in the morning, we moved all of our tank equipment into position around the airfield. We were told to prepare for the landing of Japanese paratroopers. Everyone was on edge, because we did not know what was happening and, more important, we were still totally confused as to how to operate our tanks and their new cannons.

A typical conversation between tank radio operators went something like this. Tank One: “Where the hell are the shells for this damn cannon?” Tank Two: “We can’t find them anyplace in this damn tank. Anybody got any ideas?” Tank One again: “We should have read the instruction book before leaving Camp Polk—I think it’s too late now.” Tank Three: “I asked the Captain. He said, ‘How the hell am I to know!’” No one could fire a shell at that moment even if they had to.

Then it happened. At 12:35 in the afternoon of December 8, 1941 (December 7 in the United States), we heard the airplanes. As we looked up into the sky, we saw fifty-four bombers flying very high over Clark Field. Just as I was about to say, “They’re not ours,” the ground beneath us shook. The bombs fell. The war we feared was upon us.

During the raid the cannons on our tanks were silent. Our only retaliating fire came from the .30- and .50-caliber machine guns mounted in our tanks’ turrets or the ones mounted on the back of our half-tracks. Then at last word came from Tank One: “Look under the radio operator’s seat. You’ll find fifty shells for the cannon—some are armor-piercing, others are for personnel. Let’s get the bastards!” Then, just as we were at our low point of the day, a shout rang out from the tanks around us. “Look, a Zero in flames! Bardowski got him!”

They were talking about Zenon (“Bud”) Bardowski, a Company B man. Bud was a big man, about six feet tall and two hundred pounds. He was as strong as a bull, with the personality and looks of a movie star. He was always friendly, always laughing, always happy; nothing seemed to bother Bud. He was manning the .30-caliber machine gun mounted on his halftrack when he caught the Zero in his gun’s sight. A burst of gunfire, a series of tracer bullets, and then—BAM!—he became the first man in the armored force to down a Japanese aircraft in World War II. Bud was one of those fellows who went over to Corregidor on April 9, the day of the surrender, and he was captured there and taken to Cabanatuan prison camp in mid-May 1942. (He survived and lives in Texas with his lovely and devoted wife. He is still happy-go-lucky—just a little older.)

The bombing and strafing of Fort Stotsenburg and Clark Field within hours of the raid on Pearl Harbor went virtually unnoticed by the average person in the United States. The attack occurred a little after noon, while all of our planes—the bombers and the P-40s—were lined up in a row on Clark Field, just waiting for disaster to strike. Finally, after what seemed like hours of bombing and strafing, everything became quiet, except for the cries and screams of the wounded lying intermingled with the dead all over the field. I will never forget the sights and sounds of that day. The history books associate Pearl Harbor with “the day of infamy,” but for those of us in the Philippines it was our day of infamy also.

On December 12, I was able to send a Western Union message to my family that said,

DEAR FOLKS DON’T DESPAIR ALIVE AND WELL NOTIFY LAURA DON’T BELIEVE EVERYTHING YOU HEAR WITH LOVE - LESTER

I intended to soften the blow that the news of war with Japan would have on my folks. I wanted them to think things were better than they actually were.

Clark Field was bombed again on December 10 and 13. These attacks left more dead and injured, but we had so few airworthy aircraft that our equipment losses were minimal. On December 15, our tanks were ordered to leave Clark Field and proceed north on Highway 3 to Lingayen Gulf, where we were told the Japanese were planning a massive landing.

Before leaving for Lingayen, we were instructed to leave our personal possessions behind in our tents at Fort Stotsenburg. I had to abandon family pictures, Laura’s home address, photos of Laura and me together, my binoculars, camera, and civilian clothing—none of which I would ever see again. As I think back to that day, I am so glad I had a photo of Laura in my wallet. Her image was my salvation for the next three and a half years.

Before our departure, as we began preparing our tanks for our first battle, our company clerk, Corporal Armada, asked if I wanted ten thousand dollars’ worth of GI insurance. I did not understand what he was selling, but then he quickly explained that the government was making this insurance available to each enlisted man for very small monthly premiums. Without a moment’s hesitation, I took it. Then he asked who I wanted to be the beneficiary. When I said, “My wife,” he asked if I wanted her to receive a monthly allotment during the course of the war. Once again I answered with a resounding “Yes.” When he asked for her address, I was stumped. It was with my other possessions in my footlocker in my tent at Fort Stotsenburg. Moreover, she was living with her folks, and Laura and I had decided not to tell them about our marriage until I came home. I knew if the checks were sent to her, Laura would have to answer a lot of questions by her mother and especially her father. So I gave Corporal Armada my parents’ address, knowing that they would contact Laura and give her any mail intended for her. Once this insurance business was finished, our tanks left for Lingayen Gulf as ordered by General Wainwright.

General Wainwright, the leader of the forces on Bataan, knew nothing about the deployment and use of tanks in warfare but ordered our tank company to lead an attack on the Japanese forces believed to be in the area. We arrived at our predetermined destination, the town of Agoo, which is only five miles from Damortis and where our headquarters company reconnaissance group reported sighting only small arms and minimum personnel. Because we were not given enough time to do our own reconnaissance, we accepted the report from headquarters company as valid.

Our counterparts that day, the 26th Cavalry, Philippine Scouts, joined our platoon as we headed into battle. The Philippine Scouts were a strong, well-disciplined, highly professional, and courageous group of dedicated fighters. They were rough and tough cavalry men; we were proud to be in battle with them.

Back in October 1941, MacArthur had asked Gen. George C. Marshall to send an armored division to the Philippines for the islands’ defense. What MacArthur got instead was two stripped-down National Guard tank battalions—the 192d and the 194th—with only 108 light tanks and 46 half-tracks. Worse, out of the 108 tanks available that day, only five were able to be fully gassed for the assault on the Japanese. Our ammunition was so old we were lucky to have one shell out of five explode, and only 10 percent of our hand grenades were usable. As for our rifles, they were World War I Springfields.

As our company prepared for our assault on the enemy, we found to our dismay that only enough fuel for five tanks had been delivered to our bivouac area from post ordnance. After carefully calculating the number of gallons needed for the assault and the return, or possible continued fighting or withdrawal, our commanding officer reluctantly ordered only five tanks to attack the Japanese forces at once. “Hit them at their landing site, and delay their advancement southward,” were our instructions. So on December 22, with our tanks in excellent operating condition and loaded with ammunition and fuel, we went into our first tank battle. Actually, it was the first U.S. tank battle in World War II.

Five tanks, or one platoon, took off, and when they rounded the bend in the narrow, winding road, their occupants were amazed at what they saw—shocked would be a better description. As the tanks came down to the edge of the gulf, we ran smack into dozens of Japanese antitank guns, countless flamethrowers, about fifty tanks, and thousands of what appeared to be well-rested, well-fed, and well-equipped foot soldiers. In addition, dozens of artillery pieces were being put into place for the planned encounter with the Americans and Filipinos.

Lt. Ben Morin, who commanded the platoon from the lead tank, quickly realized that disaster was looking him straight in the face. He tried desperately to avoid the inevitable onslaught. To his right were the steep beginnings of mountains; to his left were rice paddies, filled with muddy water. Then it happened! A Japanese tank pulled right in front of him. Obeying Lieutenant Morin’s foot commands, the driver made a hard turn, swerving to avoid a collision with the Japanese tank that was blocking the path. Morin’s tank took a direct hit from a Japanese antitank gun. Lieutenant Morin had to maneuver his damaged tank out of the way of the barrage of gunfire coming at him from all sides. He could only turn left, into the rice paddies.

When a tank commander standing in the top of the tank wants to give commands to the driver, he does so by placing his foot on the shoulder of the tank driver. The left shoulder indicates turn left, and the right shoulder, turn right. A foot placed on the driver’s head means stop. Last, if the foot pressure is very strong, it means the driver should make a hard turn in the indicated direction. In this case, I bet Morin practically stomped his driver with his left foot.

Morin’s tank ended up mired in the ooze of the rice paddy. Its tracks would only spin around and around, without moving the tank an inch. It was stuck.

The other four tanks, realizing Morin’s plight, tried to make a U-turn on the small winding road in order to fall back to the bivouac area. Just as the second tank began to turn, it was hit by armor-piercing shells. A shell went straight through the bow-gunner’s turret and decapitated the gunner, Henry Deckert, who was wildly firing his machine gun toward the enemy at the time. The shell passed through the tank and out the rear, through the motor, taking with it many important parts. How that tank continued moving is beyond me, but the motor kept running, and the tank made it all the way back to our bivouac area. Only when it got there did it stop, immobilized.

Nick Fryziuk, the lead mechanic, worked on that tank for hours, using makeshift parts, tubes, gaskets, and rods, anything to get the tank to run again. All of our mechanics worked with Nick to get us through this ordeal.

Morin and his crew managed to escape the flamethrowers but did not return to our bivouac area that night. Their fate was unknown; they were taken prisoner, killed, or escaped into the jungle. For days all that we talked about was what happened to Morin and the crew. Then we heard the official announcement: they were declared “missing in action.”

It was only after we arrived in Bataan in mid-January 1942 that we discovered that post ordnance had in its warehouse spare tank and half-track engines, tracks, guns, and other various useful parts. When Nick Fryziuk heard about this, he was furious. Our ordnance group had placed our tanks and the men’s lives in unnecessary danger just because it decided that we would receive the spare parts only when we arrived in Bataan and not a day sooner. Post ordnance was also responsible for the safekeeping of gasoline and ammunition, and it began rationing these vital necessities from the first day of the war. Only after our units were safely back in Bataan, did they stop rationing gas and ammunition. Ironically, it was the Japanese who finally got all our spare parts, gasoline, and ammunition.

It turned out that first attack we made was not against “small arms and a small detachment of infantry,” as we had been told, but instead against fifty thousand infantry, one hundred tanks, forty-six 15mm guns, twenty-eight 105mm cannons, thirty-two 75mm guns, and fifty-six ships with numerous 240mm cannons in the bay. As we began our strategic withdrawal from the fighting in and around Lingayen Gulf, the 26th Cavalry joined us in a last-ditch effort to delay the Japanese advances. As the Japanese began infiltrating our lines, we could hear the shouts of the gallant Filipino men of the 26th Cavalry, as they began charging directly into the enemy stronghold. But how long can a man and horse stand up to the modern weapons of war? These courageous men were being annihilated by the Japanese, for whether a man or horse fell, either meant death to the rider. After the guns took their toll, the survivors of the 26th Cavalry retreated along with the rest of us; it was the only sane thing to do at the time.

After the four surviving tanks made it back to our bivouac area, and the mechanics repaired the one that was so badly damaged, our tank company moved out of Agoo and began the withdrawal strategy of the War Plan Orange III. Our mission then was to control and protect the withdrawal of our troops into Bataan by providing cover for all our forces.

First to leave was our infantry, then our artillery, and last to leave before us was the Corps of Engineers, whose job it was to blow up any bridges after we crossed them. Only after all other U.S. forces had gone in front of us was it our turn. Then after we crossed a bridge, it would be blown by the engineers, who by that time were safely on the other side. The purpose of this strategy was twofold—first, to delay the enemy’s advance as much as possible and, second, to ensure the safe withdrawal of all of our troops.

Our tanks, M3s, weighed about thirteen tons, and the bridges in the Philippines were not built to sustain such a heavy load. During our strategic withdrawal back to Bataan, we had to cross a dozen or more very precarious bridges. Each crossing was painfully slow and cautious. The enemy aircraft following us were able to bomb and strafe our positions without any interference from us. We were too busy getting across the bridge to worry about their harassment. We knew the Japanese did not want to destroy the very bridge that tomorrow they would want to use. So once on a bridge, we felt relatively safe inside our tanks.

Due to the poor road and bridge construction and maintenance, and the fact that our tanks could not maneuver around the countryside at will, it became embarrassingly apparent throughout the operation that our tank commander had to reevaluate certain tank missions imposed by USAFFE (United States Armed Forces in the Far East). The greater possibility that there would be certain and irreplaceable losses jeopardized the overall tank mission MacArthur established.

Another problem still facing the U.S. forces was our lack of training on the new tanks. Although the commanding general at Fort Stotsenburg made every effort to familiarize the officers under his command with our tanks, an American officer approached a Japanese light tank, mistaking it for a U.S. vehicle, and began discussing the battle at Lingayen. A few days later, U.S. tanks were erroneously reported as enemy tanks, and heavy mortar and antitank shells were fired upon them. The problems relating to tank recognition and tank deployment were greatly magnified when the officers and men of the Philippine Army became involved in the decision-making process.

After a comprehensive battalion-by-battalion, tank-with-infantry training and awareness, all troops became familiar with the looks, configuration, and the practical strategic uses of our tanks. However, our tank group received this training on tanks and their effectiveness only after we arrived on the Bataan peninsula in mid-January.

We entered Bataan as we crossed the Pilar-Bagac Road. On the west side of the peninsula was Bagac, with a well-traveled road leading to the Japanese-held town of Moron. The possibility of an enemy landing on this side was considered remote due to the region’s high cliffs and marshy terrain. On the east side was Pilar, a town situated on the main road leading into Bataan proper where the coastal cities and beaches were located. Across the bay from Pilar was the bustling capital of the Philippine Islands, the large city of Manila. There was real concern that the Japanese would try beach landings using barges loaded with troops and equipment. The fear on the east coast was that the Japanese, if they made a successful landing, could then march right down the highway leading from Pilar directly into the center of Bataan.

On January 16, 1942, a tank company of the 194th Tank Battalion was sent to the west coast by order of General Wainwright. Wainwright requested a platoon to assist in opening, and keeping open, the Moron highway. Our infantry would then be able to deny the Japanese forces entry past the town of Moron. Once again, General Wainwright had proposed moving two or three tanks along the western beach and across a coastal creek to surprise and retake the town of Moron. Our tank group commander, prior to sending any tanks, sent out a small reconnaissance group to determine the enemy’s position and strength.

The group returned quickly; it spotted antitank guns on the beach leading into the town of Moron. It also reported unfit terrain—terrain that was mucky, soft, and likely bad enough to bog down our tanks. The group tank commander then informed General Wainwright that to accomplish Wainwright’s proposed mission would take a full company of tanks, with the real possibility of losing at least one full platoon. With this news, the project was abandoned.

Why, we will never know, but the following day three tanks, along with a company of infantry, were ordered to move forward and confront the enemy. When they reached the first bend in the road, they encountered fire from an antitank gun. The commander of the lead tank fired a burst from his machine gun in the turret and followed it with a high-explosive shell from the 37mm cannon, silencing the antitank gun. The Japanese and their equipment were strewn all over the road, and before the tanks could advance, the crews had to clear the road.

The three tanks then proceeded about a quarter of a mile up the road at which point land mines imbedded in the road exploded and badly disabled two of the tanks, thus blocking the road again. The crew of the remaining intact tank, along with crew members from the disabled tanks, hooked cables from one tank to the other and then to the tank still in operating condition, and towed the two disabled tanks to safety. Luck was with the men that day, for the Japanese had decided to wait at the town of Moron for the assault to begin, thereby giving the crew of the disabled tanks time to seek cover as well as to save the tanks themselves.

Here was another instance in which an entire tank company should have been used instead of one platoon. Unfortunately, once again men were being ordered into battle by non-tank officers, who knew nothing about the damage a land mine could do to the tracks of a tank. Once the tracks are blown off their sprockets, a tank can only go in a circle.

On January 25, the last day of troop withdrawal, we were issued the following written instruction from USAFFE headquarters.

Tanks will execute maximum delay, staying in position and firing at visible enemy until further delay will jeopardize withdrawal. If a tank becomes immobilized, it will fight until the close approach of the enemy, then it should be destroyed; the crew previously taking positions outside shall continue the fight with the salvaged and personal weapons. Consideration of personal safety or expediency will not interfere with accomplishing the greatest possible delay of the enemy.

The order was very clear: protecting the complete and successful withdrawal of all U.S. and Filipino forces, as well as civilians, was our first order of business. Reading in between the lines the message said death was better than an early withdrawal on our part.

As I mentioned earlier, given that we had arrived in the Philippines only a few weeks before hostilities began and that most of us American soldiers came from traditional midwestern Caucasian homes, we found distinguishing the Filipinos and the Chinese from the Japanese people very difficult. As a result, the constant infiltration of Japanese soldiers and civilians and the threat that Japanese sympathizers would give our position away caused us great anxiety. Our safety was in jeopardy. During our withdrawal, we found ourselves shooting indiscriminately into Filipino huts and stores if the occupants did not answer our command to come out.

We were suspicious of every Asian we saw. When we moved into a new area and found people milling around, seemingly unafraid, we became nervous and cautious. We would demand satisfactory identification from each person. Lacking such reassurance, we would spray the buildings with gunfire from our Thompson submachine guns, thus taking what we felt were necessary precautions against potential enemy spies.

There were many times when we in fact did locate and eliminate some of these enemy sympathizers. On one such occasion, as our tank entered a town we saw three men running away from a large area that had been cleared of foliage and undergrowth. As we approached, we found a twenty-foot arrow made out of white sheeting material on the ground and pointing in the direction from which we had just come. On our march into this village, we had been bombed by enemy aircraft and precision shelling by Japanese artillery. Now we knew why they had their guns aimed so perfectly and how their aircraft was able to locate us in the middle of the jungle so easily. We were set up by spies or Japanese infiltrators. Some of the villagers were our enemies, and we wanted to know who they were.

Our tank crew decided that with only four of us, we could not safely enter and search each of the four homes. Instead, when no one would admit who the guilty people were or where the three men were hiding, we proceeded to spray round after round of bullets into each of the homes in this small community. We knew we had to find these enemy spies, or we would face the same bulldog attack each day of our withdrawal into Bataan. When we finished shooting, we felt emotionally drained and guilty. We sat down and almost cried. Did we kill anyone in these buildings? Was anyone wounded by our gunfire? We never knew the results of our attack. We felt that had there been people inside they would have answered our previous commands to come out. Did we act without concern for the people inside, if any? I do not think so. Our fear of being killed made necessary what might seem a brutal act.

Maybe we realized how close we came to being killed, or maybe we realized we had to take the good with the bad, and this was bad. During the next few weeks, we stayed alert, always watching, questioning when necessary, and never letting our guard down. After all, our lives were at stake. We went in and out of a dozen or more villages while on our withdrawal into Bataan, and each time we became more cautious. Never willing to take a chance, we always wanted the comfort of knowing who our allies were and wanted to eliminate our enemies.

By the end of January, our tank unit was assigned to patrol and keep the enemy at bay on the East Coast Road and to protect the coastline facing the fallen city of Manila from enemy infiltration. Knowing that our tanks could play havoc with any landing force caused the Japanese to reconsider potential infiltration through our well-protected lines. A Japanese field officer admitted this fact to the tank group commander in a conference the day after the surrender of Bataan, April 9, 1942. The Japanese field officer left no doubt that if the tanks had not been covering the coastline Bataan would have succumbed much earlier.

Before long, the food supply for U.S. troops on Bataan was not only getting low, but it was beginning to be tasteless as well. About that time, I learned about the food being served aboard the USS Canopus. From the first day of fighting to the last, the men aboard the Canopus, anchored off the tip of Mariveles, ate well. A submarine tender, the Canopus supplied the submarines in the Philippines with such necessities as food, ammunition, and gasoline. If a GI was lucky, he could wrangle an invitation aboard the Canopus for an evening meal. And what a meal it was rumored to be. While the men fighting on Bataan ate their measly ration of under-cooked rice, a small piece of meat, and maybe a spoonful of sugar, a meal on the Canopus could very well be fried chicken, mashed potatoes, carrots and peas, hot strong coffee, and for dessert a piece of freshly baked chocolate cake à la mode.

During a brief rest stop near Mariveles, I came into contact with a Canopus crew member. I inquired what I would have to do to get an invitation for dinner some evening. He asked me, in so many words, “What do you have to trade for a good meal?” It seemed that the men serving aboard the Canopus were interested in Japanese souvenirs: rifles, sidearms, flags, or just about anything that would be a memento to take home when the war ended. Once I found out what they wanted, the rest was easy.

I went back to my tank and informed the rest of my crew of my discovery. With just a little extra work and for a few Japanese trinkets, we could be eating a meal fit for a king. Our goal then was to volunteer for an assignment that would take us close to the front line. Another thought crossed my mind: how about going back to the Pilar-Bagac Road where we had just finished winning a very important skirmish with the Japanese? No doubt the area had many of the souvenirs the men on the Canopus wanted.

After waiting all day for orders as to where our next battle would be, I contacted my good friend Lew. With his help, we obtained a jeep and driver and drove the few miles back to our last battlefield. There, not more than twenty feet from the road, was a flag of the rising sun. About four feet wide and three feet long, it looked brand-new, without a mark on it. Then, about two feet from the flag, we found a sniper’s rifle, which came apart in the middle, thus allowing the carrier to move about without the disturbance associated with a full-scale rifle. We hurriedly picked up the two items, jumped into the jeep, and headed for our bivouac area, singing “Happy Days Are Here Again.”

That afternoon, after our little mission, I went to the Canopus, found my new friend, and negotiated dinner that night for Lew and me and dinner the next night for my whole tank crew, all four of us. The first night we had roast beef, all the trimmings and chocolate cake with ice cream. The following night we had the special fried chicken, once again with all the trimmings, and cherry pie à la mode.

I was able to obtain enough Japanese items to have dinner aboard ship three more times. In fact, the last time was just a week before the surrender of Bataan. On the day we surrendered in April, the crew of the Canopus set sail for Corregidor and halfway there scuttled the ship. Along with the ship went forty cherry pies. (I met the ship’s baker at one of our POW reunions, and he told me it was one of the saddest days of his life when he had to scuttle those pies.) An old saying goes, “The Navy eats well.” How true, how true.

February and March were periods of extremely high and very unusual fatalities. Lt. Edward G. Winger, a most courageous and warm individual, became the victim of the enemy’s first use of oil and flamethrowers. Lieutenant Winger was blinded by this terrible new weapon and jammed his tank between two large trees, where it had to be abandoned.

In another tragedy, after running directly into one of those flamethrowers, a tank caught fire, burning the crew. The Japanese, instead of allowing the men to come out and surrender, dug foxholes all around the tank and threw the dirt and sand directly into the tank through the top turret entrance. By burying the men in the tank, the Japanese were able to plan a surprise attack on our rescue tank and crew.

The Japanese hid in holes beneath the tank, and as soon as our rescue effort started, they began firing at us. Luckily, being under the tank did not allow them clean shots, and the rescue team was able to reboard the tank. Within minutes the team eliminated the small Japanese contingent under it. After towing the tank back to the bivouac area, we were able to give our buddies a decent burial. Two had died from burns, and two were suffocated by the dirt and sand.

By the end of March, our daily food ration seldom contained as much as eight hundred calories. So many men were sick with dengue fever and malaria that we had to set up emergency dispensaries in the field because many of the sick could not be moved to the base hospital.

Our tank company had been constantly working either on the front lines or in the forward position, and we were always far from our rear echelon and kitchens. Our food, what little there was, was cold, bland, and more geared to the Filipino than to the Caucasian taste. In fact, besides our contingent of fighting men, our forces on Bataan were also feeding the approximately twenty-eight thousand Filipino civilians who had fled the advancing Japanese army and followed us into Bataan, hoping for safety and food. Although these civilians came of their own free will, they still had to be fed, and the food came from our already meager supply.

It was not just the lack of food that disturbed us. An additional concern was the fact that our entire battalion was issued only ten gallons of gas per day for all purposes except going into battle.

By April 1, one thousand men a day entered our hospital wards with one or more disabling sicknesses. Two days later, our medics estimated that between 75 percent and 80 percent of our frontline troops were ill. Coincidentally, on this date the Japanese carried out the biggest attack of the war. April 3 was the anniversary of the ascension to the throne of Emperor Jimmu, the first occupant of the Imperial throne, and it was important to the Japanese that the all-out offensive start on this momentous day.

At 9:00 in the morning at our last outpost—the last line of defense along the Orion-Bagac line—U.S. observers noted more than nineteen artillery batteries, ten mortar batteries, and countless tanks, all ready to strike. Within minutes the assault began. The artillery barrage was fortified by aerial bombardment of our front lines, and the Japanese tanks advanced slowly but surely into the center of our troops. The enemy’s objective was to capture Mount Samat, only a few kilometers from the rear of our front line. With a ground force numbering close to thirty thousand men, and with sixty twin-engine bombers constantly bombarding our front lines, the enemy achieved its goal.

Company B had to take over more and more of the beach defense as the Filipinos’ ineffectiveness increased and the enemy’s activities and threats became more intense. Gasoline was once again in short supply. In fact, 92-octane gas, the lowest rating gas that the tanks could use for safe operation, was no longer available. Putting gas with an octane rating of 85 into our tanks meant that we could not be sure how our engines would respond under extreme circumstances. Also, because we were no longer in direct combat with Japanese armored vehicles, our ordnance department converted our 37mm armor-piercing shells into high-explosive shells.

We defenders on Bataan were killed or wounded at an alarming rate. The dispirited U.S. and Filipino troops were tired, sick, and starving. Continued resistance was virtually impossible. Each nightfall we survivors counted our losses and began to appreciate our luck—lucky is how we felt—to be alive. We all knew the war was slowly coming to an end for us.

During the next few days, fighting was ineffectual in spite of the casualties inflicted on the enemy. On April 7, with our orders to hold the line at all costs, the Japanese infantry charged our position in such large numbers that they literally used their dead and dying soldiers as stepping-stones to cross the imaginary front line.

According to the Shinto religion, the Japanese believed that the emperor was a god, or a divine being, and that if a soldier died for the emperor, the solider would enjoy an afterlife of eternal bliss. During this deadly battle, we realized that the Japanese soldiers were not fighting just to defeat us but were fighting in order to die for the emperor, a concept that was difficult for us to accept. In contrast to the Japanese, the Germans, who indeed wanted to win, also wanted to live. The Germans fought as bravely and as well as the Japanese, but this fanatical willingness to die was rarely witnessed by those Americans fighting the German soldiers.

The continued firing of our machine guns caused the barrels to become so red-hot they could no longer fire, forcing us to retreat yet another few hundred yards. It was another day of being pushed back another half a kilometer, and not many kilometers were left. The handwriting was on the wall: this slaughter could not go on much longer. Our tanks were bombed on and off the trails; we were severely punished without an opportunity to fight back. Our stamina was gone, our food was gone, our health was deteriorating, and our ammunition and gas had just about run out. We were helpless. The Filipino soldiers, who could try to slip back into their barrios and resume a more normal life, were in fact moving toward the line of least resistance, or the road leading out of Bataan.

After four months of fighting the enemy, of being on short rations, and of surviving everything from malaria to gunshot wounds with little or no medical treatment, we heard the news: the Japanese had finally cracked our last defense. We were now only about two miles from the water’s edge with no place to go and without the means to fight. We were going to surrender. No, we did not surrender as individuals, but instead we were surrendered as an entire army by our commanding officer. Fighting for another day would only mean thousands more would die. Surrender was the only way to save as many men and women as possible.

We troops felt let down, even betrayed. If we had been supplied with enough ammunition and guns, troops and equipment, and food and medical supplies, we believed that we would have been able to repel the Japanese. Instead, we were facing a degrading surrender and the brutality that was surely to go along with it.

We were scared and wondered what was going to happen to us. At 6:40 on the evening of April 8, 1942, Gen. Edward E King acknowledged the situation as very critical. Apparently, he knew our battle on Bataan was coming to a fast, bloody, and dangerous end. General King paced back and forth at Bataan forces headquarters, his mind only on the event that he alone knew would put all of his fighting forces in great danger. But it had to be done, and he had to do it: he must face the enemy and surrender.

General King sent the following message to the commanders of the tank units:

You will make plans, to be communicated to company commanders only, and be prepared to destroy within one hour after receipt by radio, or other means, of the code word CRASH, all tanks and combat vehicles, arms, ammunition, gas and radios, reserving sufficient trucks to move our forces to the rear echelons as soon as everything is accomplished.

By 10:30 that night, General King made an announcement to the three general officers present. He said that further resistance would result in the massacre of the six thousand sick and wounded and the twenty-eight thousand Filipino refugees now congested in and around the front lines. General King believed that fighting on was useless and that the forces could hold out, at the longest, one more day. At midnight General King, with eyes puffed from holding back the tears, declared that the following morning at daybreak he was going to take a white flag across the front line on Bataan. That, he said, was his responsibility.

When our tank commander asked if any help was on the way, General King said sadly, “No”—nothing now and nothing in the future. All of this was unknown to most of the men on Bataan, but we did know that we could not go on, that the situation was hopeless. Then, at ten minutes to midnight on April 8, ordnance was instructed to begin destroying all equipment and supplies under their jurisdiction. That night and into the morning I had the radio in our tank tuned to General King’s command post frequency, and at 7:00 in the morning, we heard the words, loud and clear: “CRASH, CRASH, CRASH.”

I passed the message on to Capt. Robert S. Sorensen. He just gulped down a sob of distress and ordered us to destroy everything in sight. We did what we were supposed to do. First, we lined up the tanks one behind the other and then fired rounds of 37mm shells from one tank into the engine and body of the tank in front. Then we threw away our guns and ammunition. We were “naked” soldiers at the mercy of the enemy. That was what the Japanese had ordered, and General King had no choice but to agree to their terms.

There was not a dry eye among us. Our world had collapsed, we were beaten, and we had lost the war for the United States. God, how could we live with ourselves again after a defeat like this? We let our country, our families, and our friends down. We felt like cowards. I failed Laura. I had told her I would be home soon and asked her to wait till I returned before telling her family about us. I felt my being there would ease the verbal abuse she was sure to get from her father. I worried, What was she going to do now? How would she take this news when she heard about it? Would she think I was a coward? All I could think about was Laura.

The more I thought about my beloved wife the more I was determined to get home in one piece. My initial plan was not to get involved in any unnecessary actions or confrontations with the Japanese. In addition, not knowing the Japanese, I decided that after being taken prisoner I would neither rush to be first to do anything nor be the last one to respond to their wishes. I reasoned that being first might result in my doing something wrong and being last could signify I was a laggard. The goal I established for myself was to live and to get home all in one piece. Everything I did from that day forward had to lead to my accomplishing that primary goal. I wanted to be back with Laura, to hold her in my arms, and to tell her how much I missed her. I had to get back. That was all there was to it.

As soon as we finished destroying all of our equipment, we went back to our bivouac area for further instructions. Our commanding officer, Captain Sorensen, told us that we had a few options available. First, we could take off for Corregidor, which meant we would have to find a boat that would take us, and once there we would have to face the possibility of the eventual surrender of that fortress. Second, we could try to escape into the jungle and hope that we would be able to survive without being captured. Finally, we could all stay together and surrender as a unit. Captain Sorensen then said, “We fought together; let’s surrender together.” I chose to surrender with the men from Company B. I started out with these men, and I wanted to be with them at the climax of our war effort.

In Western civilizations, capture has always been viewed as being better than death, and surrender was looked upon as one of the misfortunes of war. True, luck does play a large part in survival, and our bad luck was that we were being captured by people from a civilization that believed death was preferable to surrender.
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