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Author’s Note


The dialogue in this book is based on interviews, letters, diaries, memoirs, contemporary newspaper articles, magazine features, film footage, and official reports of the people involved. Whenever possible, I used contemporary sources. While reconstructing the exact words used in a particular conversation some seven decades after it took place is nearly impossible, I’ve worked hard to accurately reflect the nature of the conversation and the words used that the participants themselves recalled or wrote about at the time.














 




I’ll die before I’m sixty with my boots on and the throttle firewalled.


—P.I. “Pappy” Gunn
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Preface


March 3, 1943


Thirty miles off the Northern New Guinea Coast


The sharks fed, and men screamed. Those who could fought back, kicking and punching in desperation as the great whites and hammerheads reared up from the depths, their jaws snapping off limbs or tearing men in half. The dead lay floating around the living, blood so thick on the whitecapped swells that those who bore witness to the scene swore the Bismarck Sea turned red that day.


A lucky few found refuge in battered lifeboats, or had scrabbled atop hunks of debris left over from a dozen shipwrecks. Others floated in life belts, treading water among the corpses and wreckage. Thousands had already died. The wounded cried for help they knew would not come.


A sound rose in the distance. At first, it was weak, a mere buzzing barely heard over the chaos on the waves.


The broken men fearfully turned their eyes skyward. The Americans had returned. A few readied waterlogged bolt action rifles or light machine guns they’d carried over the sides of their sinking ships. Such weapons offered a pitiful defense to the juggernaut fast approaching, but they were all they had left. Their air force had been vanquished. Their navy had either been destroyed or driven off. Now, these men bobbed in the Bismarck Sea and knew there would be no miracle to save them.


The sounds of onrushing engines grew deafening, but the straining men could see no aircraft. In the distance, a few appeared thousands of feet above them. Those made no difference to the men in the water, and they were not the ones whose engines filled their ears. The real threat remained unseen.


The water churned around them as if pummeled by rain from a tropical storm. Lifeboats were torn apart, the debris raked by the bullets from scores of heavy machine guns. Their thunderous reports reached the survivors’ ears a moment later. Dark, predatory shadows sped over them. The American bombers came in so low and so fast they couldn’t be seen until they were practically overhead.


They were new weapons, engineered for a new type of air warfare that had caught the men in the water completely by surprise. There had been no effective defense against them, and their ships were transformed into bullet-riddled conflagrations in mere minutes. In retrospect, the lucky ones had died aboard ship.


The growling engines receded, but only for a moment. They would return for another pass.


Nine thousand feet above the death and misery in the water, the middle-aged pilot, a father of four and a devoted husband who had engineered their fate, watched the scene below through eyes once full of mirth and now devoid of mercy.


All the while, the sharks continued to feed.














Part One


Philippine Odyssey
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The Last Normal Day


December 1941
Manila, Philippines


In a handmade four poster bed, beneath a white, homespun quilt, Paul Irvin “P.I.” Gunn lay beside his wife of twenty years. Polly’s almond-colored hair, always meticulously braided, adorned her pillow. They slept close, paired as lovers whose fire for each other never ebbed. Other couples came and went. These two had thrived despite everything a hard and dangerous life threw at them.


On P.I.’s nightstand rested a standard U.S. Navy BUSHIPS Hamilton wristwatch, a legacy of a career now four years in his rearview mirror, but still worn every day. Slim, solidly built, and scuffed from countless adventures, the timepiece matched P.I.’s own physical traits perfectly. Over the years, both man and watch survived everything from raging ocean storms to plane crashes and combat missions over Nicaragua in underpowered biplanes. The watch had become part of the man long ago. The tiny second hand spun out another minute until the watch showed precisely four thirty.


In the bed, P.I.’s gray-blue eyes shot open. He flung back the quilt and sat up like an uncoiling spring. For him, there was no slow transition between sleep and consciousness. Like the flip of a light switch, he went from dormant to full power every morning at exactly 0430. He never needed an alarm clock; his own internal one was better than anything even the Swiss could produce.


His bare feet found the polished hardwood floor, which the family’s servants buffed with coconut husks they strapped to their feet. That weekly process was a source of fascination for P.I. and Polly’s two young boys.


“Hit the deck!” P.I. called out, his voice booming through the house. A moment later, he padded into the bathroom to put in his teeth. Long ago, while pioneering the use of float planes on Navy warships, he’d landed his aircraft beside a cruiser and taxied up alongside it. A crane swung out over the side and hooked his aircraft with a cable. As the crew winched the craft aboard, a huge swell slammed broadside into the vessel, which caused it to list sharply, before rolling back on an even keel. The sudden movement flung P.I.’s plane like a pendulum—directly into the cruiser’s side. The force of the impact threw P.I. face-first into the instrument panel so hard it permanently damaged his teeth. Later, he had a dentist pull them all and make him a set of dentures.


His morning routine was short and to the point. He turned the shower on, waiting impatiently for the hot water to come. He had stuff to do and patience never suited him. The water warmed and he stepped inside. He showered quickly—no lingering there to enjoy the water on his middle-aged muscles. Showers were functional necessities, not indulgences. He finished and pulled a towel off the nearby rack.


Long ago, back when he wore leather and silk to work every morning, he learned to shave at night. It was an old pilot trick, passed from one generation to the next in the era of the open cockpit biplane. Silk scarves helped protect a pilot’s neck from chafing against leather collars, but the wind would whip raw freshly shaved skin. Those who dared the early fabric and wood flying machines were uncomfortable enough in basket seats and freezing environs, so they took to scraping their stubble before bedtime in order to give their flesh time to toughen back up.


Though his open cockpit days were long past, P.I. was nothing if not a creature of habit.


He finished drying off and grabbed his clothes. Despite the tropical heat, P.I. always favored long-sleeved khaki button-down shirts for work. Part of this was a sense of professionalism. Mostly, though, it was a way of hiding an indiscretion from his past life.


He slipped into the shirt, the left sleeve concealing a pair of tattoos. One on his forearm depicted an American eagle clutching the U.S. Navy shield. The Statue of Liberty adorned his left shoulder, an embodiment of P.I.’s youthful sense of American exceptionalism.


He once caught his youngest child, Nathan, staring at his tattoos. P.I. quickly covered them up as he told his boy, “Nath, if I ever spot anything like these on you, I’ll whup the hell outta ya.”


They were the result of a sailor’s shore leave somewhere in the Caribbean during the 1920s, when P.I. had served aboard the light cruiser USS Omaha. He was an enlisted man back then, and tattoos were part of the culture.


Now, in this new life, he was upper management. He would never be a stuffy, buttoned-up, chained-to-a-desk office type, but he had gone from earning a few hundred a month as a senior chief petty officer in the Navy to bringing home over a thousand a month in the Philippines. Now, instead of working alongside weathered grease monkeys, his professional circle included some of the wealthiest people in the world. People who looked askance at something as lowbrow as a tattoo.


There was more to Pappy’s past that could not be covered up with a shirt. His was a complex and sometimes tortured past. He had once been defined by his family’s socioeconomic station in their tiny town back home in Arkansas. In his teens, he recklessly tried to break free of those Southern small-town judgments and create a new life for himself. He was successful—at least until the law intervened.


Since then, he abandoned his birthplace and had seen the world. Along the way, he invented and reinvented himself many times, layer added atop layer, until he had become a mix of often contradictory elements. No one person ever saw every layer, but Polly came closer than anyone else.


P.I. buttoned his sleeve cuffs and reached for his tie. Solid black, the same one he had worn in the Navy. He finished off with a pair of brown oxfords, another nod to his days at sea. Naval aviators wore brown shoes. Everyone else in the fleet wore black. Through his twenty years, the tension between the black shoes and the brown shoes never abated. If anything, those final years were frequently colored with open hostility between the two factions as the battleship admirals fought to retain their sense of maritime supremacy in the face of air power’s revolutionary bombs and torpedoes.


All that rancor between the upstart pilots and the myopic, hidebound fleet types now lay in P.I.’s past. But that pioneering spirit he and his fellow aviators cultivated, that sense of openness to new ideas and innovation, had long since become a defining feature of P.I.’s character. He had no time for those who lacked the vision to see how technology could transform the future.


He bent down and laced up his oxfords while calling out, “Merced! Let’s get some coffee going!” Merced was the family’s hired cook. Coming to Manila in 1939, P.I. was a little overwhelmed at first by the finishes of polite American society there. Americans were expected to have Filipino servants and butlers and chauffeurs, and they could be hired so cheaply that even enlisted soldiers living off post around Fort McKinley could afford at least one.


His family went from struggling to making it month to month to being waited on hand and foot. Polly, an accomplished and devoted chef in her own right, arrived in the Philippines to find her primary place in the household usurped. When she tried to help prepare the family’s meals, the cook pushed back and rebuffed her efforts. So she fired him after checking with P.I. Merced joined the staff a short time later and had no issues with Polly’s involvement in the kitchen.


P.I. reached for his watch and strapped it on. The Philippines was the Promised Land for his family. The four children were being educated in first-rate private schools. Polly’s load around the household was eased, and now she passed her days with the children or volunteering at the local Red Cross with the wives of other upper middle class families.


Meanwhile, there were layers to P.I.’s new life in the Far East. At first glance, he was a pioneer again in his second career. How many could say that? No wonder he loved the Philippines. Here was opportunity, growth, a wide-open realm full of potential needing only a fulcrum like Paul Gunn to seize the moment and achieve something truly great and lasting. Yet, there was more to his presence in the Philippines than his entrepreneurial spirit. Much more.


He ran a comb through his chestnut hair—a bit thinner than it had been when he had landed a biplane on America’s first aircraft carrier, the USS Langley—but time had not robbed it of its luster. Hard work and passion kept him young, and P.I. didn’t look anywhere close to his forty-one years. He evaded the dreaded midlife paunch, and crow’s feet had yet to land on his face.


He turned to regard the bed and its rumpled covers. The quilt they used as a bedspread had been sewn by Polly’s mom and her friends back in Florida, spending hours on the back porch of the family’s Pensacola house, creating quilts for every member of the family. Polly and P.I. received several, and the four kids each slept under their own Pensacola quilts. When the sewing cabal tired of bed coverings, they crocheted tablecloths and place settings. Polly hoarded the most delicate and precious of those in a cedar chest kept in the dining room, where they were used only for the most formal occasions.


The bed was empty now. Polly was accustomed to this predawn routine. As soon as P.I. hit the shower she’d be up, bundled in a robe, and off to go rouse the children and make sure breakfast reached the table.


There were two constants in P.I.’s life at home. The first would always be Polly and the love they shared. The spark between them first flared two decades before at a church picnic in Pensacola and burned bright through every storm life flung their way.


The second was that four-poster spool bed. Polly’s father had lovingly crafted it from maple and gifted it to them on their wedding day. It was a beautiful work of art. He made the spools on each post with a lathe, carefully carving the ornate, threadlike pattern into all four with remarkable precision.


The transient nature of a life in the Navy did not lend itself to such a large, heavy family heirloom, but Polly resolutely ensured that their spool post bed hopscotched across the country with them from base to base as P.I.’s career thrived. From Florida, it had made its way to San Diego, then to Honolulu, finally arriving on a Manila dock two years before with the rest of the family’s belongings. Home for P.I. was where Polly was. And where Polly was, their bed would always be.


P.I. swept downstairs and into the kitchen, where Merced was busy carving a grapefruit into decorative pieces. Food was an artistic medium for him, something that P.I. never really understood even after months of eating his intricately sliced carrots and mangos and other treats. Making pretty food seemed a waste of time to him. After all, it was just going to be eaten anyway, right? For Merced, presentation was as important as taste.


He pulled a tin of sardines out of the fridge; a luxury item they had gone years without during his Navy career. Peeling the foil back, he extracted one and walked into the laundry room where Amos, the bright orange tabby cat P.I. had adopted from a departing U.S. Army captain, waited patiently by his dish.


“Honestly, P.I., why do you feed him sardines?” Polly had asked more than once.


The answer was always the same: “That’s what the captain fed him. So that’s what we’ll feed him.”


He fussed over Amos, scratched his head and that spot behind his ears the cat loved. A moment later, Dingo, the family’s well-traveled Aussie shepherd, climbed out of his laundry room nest to get in on the attention.


Once he greeted Dingo, P.I. stormed into the dining room charged with energy, a contrast to his two sleepy-eyed sons, Paul and Nathan, who sat with Polly at the table. P.I.’s chair was always at the head, and he dropped into it as he wished his boys good morning. Even seated, he looked like a man in motion.


Merced piled the table with pretty food, delicately cut and arranged on white china. Fruit, pancakes, oatmeal, eggs—whatever each member of the family wanted lay within easy reach.


This morning, the table was two members short. Daughters Connie and Julie were up at Baguio, the Philippine summer capital, cheering on their high school’s basketball squad. They departed Friday night and would not be back until dinner time Sunday night.


This overnight excursion was a big step for P.I. His teenage daughters took after their mother; they were stunners. Connie in particular had not only inherited her mom’s physical beauty, but she radiated the same energetic charm that made Polly so irresistible to men and women alike.


As a father, P.I. had watched with dismay as boys grew enamored with his daughters. Wherever they went, boys were smitten by their charm and looks. When the girls came out to the airfield to see him, the other pilots would virtually mob them, jostling each other as they made offers to take them flying. That was until P.I. laid down the law with his aviator brethren. After that, they were models of politeness. Then he told Connie that there was only one pilot he trusted her with and would allow to take her into the air. Nath and the rest of the family thought that was a remarkably enlightened approach to this, the eternal struggle of fathering pretty daughters. Perhaps not so much enlightened as cunning. P.I. knew the pilot was gay.


He filled his plate, and everyone began to eat. P.I. and Polly made this aspect of the morning ritual an inviolable rule: The family always ate breakfast together before going their separate ways for the day. This meant they got up at 0430 almost every morning, though often the kids would be able to go back to sleep for a little while before heading off to school.


At the table, they would talk through the logistics of getting the kids to school, what work P.I. had to do and where he would be, Polly’s plans, or any of the other ordinary daily details that keep a family humming smoothly.


At night, dinner together was the other inviolable family rule. Where the breakfast conversation was all business and logistics, the banter at night ranged from politics to silliness, games and laughter. Special moments were shared, and individual victories celebrated. Back in the ’30s, when P.I.’s Navy pay finally broke the two-hundred-dollar-a-month mark, he brought the check home and passed it around at the dinner table. Each child held it and looked at the seemingly astronomical numbers with near reverence until finally it came around to Polly. She grew emotional as she held it, thinking of all the years they had scraped by on enlisted pay and her husband’s odd jobs.


“Oh, P.I.,” she had said in a soft voice, “I am so proud of you.”


Those were the moments remembered always, and the dinner table provided many of those. The breakfast table, not so much.


On this Sunday, P.I. had business to attend. He told the boys and Polly he would be heading over to the airfield but would be home for dinner. Polly planned to take the kids to Mass that morning, a Sunday staple that P.I. avoided. Though they met at a church picnic, P.I. was not a religious man. It was the biggest single difference between husband and wife, one that could have torn other couples apart. Instead, they accommodated each other. P.I. agreed to let Polly raise the children Catholic. Polly agreed to never ask P.I. to convert. Matter settled. It never became an issue between them.


Church and flying. The dual Sunday experience of the Gunn family. P.I. usually worked seven days a week. Always had, and he figured he always would.


In later years, the family would try to recall where P.I. went and what he did that fateful Sunday. Julie thought he’d gone fishing off Alabat Island, a spot about fifty miles east of Manila in Lamon Bay. Polly recalled he had gone with an American businessman to his mining operation on an island off the coast of Luzon. Whatever P.I. said his plans were at the breakfast table has been lost to history. But they most certainly did not involve fishing.


P.I. was usually unfailingly honest with his family—sometimes to a fault. But when it came to the risks of his job, or matters of national security, he put a wall up. That day was a double whammy: He knew he would be facing danger for the sake of national security, so he had crafted a cover story. He didn’t like doing that, but in his Navy life he tried to shield Polly from the daily hazards he faced as a pioneering aviator. He made jokes of those dangers and recounted stories of flying mishaps in such a way that he made cocktail crowds howl with laughter. Dig a little deeper, though, and those stories masked a dark reality: Too many of his fellow naval aviators had been killed flying fragile, fabric-covered biplanes.


As a loyal American and veteran, P.I. took both national security and secrecy very seriously. To him, that was the one thing that could trump family, for the safety of his country ensured that his family could thrive. Little did he know that morning that his loyalty to his country and the loyalty to his family would be tested to the breaking point in the weeks ahead, forcing him to make the most difficult decision of his life.


He finished up, tossed his napkin down and swept Polly up in his arms. A lingering kiss, two hugs with the boys, and he was out the door. Today’s mission could wait no longer.
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The Mysterious Traveler

Paul Irvin Gunn slid behind the wheel of the family sedan, a stately four door Buick Roadmaster parked in the driveway. It was verdi green, with a luggage rack bolted on the trunk lid. He’d bought it new in 1939 right off a dealer’s lot in Manila, and it had been the family’s first factory-fresh ride. It was P.I.’s, too. His very first car had predated World War I, cobbled together from two salvaged wrecks he’d found in his childhood hometown of Quitman, Arkansas. He’d tinkered with it until his jalopy had been the fastest rig in the county, perfect for the moonlit rides he undertook when the Arkansas police were after him and his circle of less-than-respectable associates.




He was seventeen, a criminal of necessity and willing to do anything to keep his mother from bankruptcy. That was a lifetime ago, a layer that he had buried and redeemed with his military service. He even went by a different name back then. The kids in town dubbed him “Bill,” because he wore the same long-billed cap for years. It was the only one he’d owned as a child. He became P.I. in the Navy after some enlisted guys tried to call him by his initials—P.I.G. He settled that quickly enough with his fists, and the enlisted bullies never called him Pig again. After that, people just called him P.I.


The 5.2-liter Fireball Straight-8 rumbled to life, sounding smooth and powerful once it warmed up. The engine reflected its owner’s care. P.I. maintained it with the sort of joy only a born mechanic could find under the hood.


He threw the Buick in gear as Paul unlatched the front gate. Dingo hovered protectively nearby while Nath waved good-bye. P.I. guided the Roadmaster out onto the street.


The neighborhood still slept, and P.I’s car was the only one in sight. For two years, these Sunday morning rides had always been this way, even when the houses around the Gunns’ had been filled with the families of officers assigned to nearby Nichols Field and Fort McKinley. This was the tropics; few people went to work on a Sunday, let alone this early.


Now most of the houses stood empty. P.I. passed a long row of them, the Roadmaster still in first gear. Six months before, the military had ordered dependents home as relations between Japan and the United States had deteriorated. Nath and Paul had once never lacked for playmates. Now, they were about the only kids their age left in the neighborhood.


P.I. regarded the passing houses, each one walled off and gated like his, and wished his own family had returned to Pensacola. They would have been safe there until this latest crisis blew over. Polly always refused to go, and the kids unanimously supported her. P.I. kept trying to change their minds, but Polly stood her ground at the many dinner table discussions. Where P.I. was, the family would be, and they would not budge. He gave up after realizing he could not win this battle.


The kids and Polly hadn’t gone home, and through the fall the signs of the crisis flared around them. Manila conducted nocturnal blackout drills, testing to make sure the citizens knew how to keep any stray shaft of light from escaping their houses that could help guide Japanese bombers to the capital city.


In church on Sundays, at dinner parties and gatherings, the Americans in Manila fretted over every international development. Most pinned their faith on Gen. Douglas MacArthur and his army of American and Filipino troops. Still, for some of the six thousand Americans living in the islands in 1941, it felt as if their homes rested at the end of a very long limb. P.I. knew enough about the military in the Philippines to know faith in the local armed forces was probably misplaced. The limb was narrow, and the only hope should the Japanese attack would be a swift response by the U.S. Navy’s Pacific fleet.


The Roadmaster reached Highway 54. Across from it stretched Nichols Field, the U.S. Army Air Force’s main base for the defense of Manila. Rows of brand new Curtiss P-40 Warhawk fighters—single-engine, sharp-nosed, and spindly-legged—sat parked on the ramp next to the main runway.


He had flown everything from lumbering parasol-winged flying boats to gnat-like biplane fighters during his Navy career, but he’d never been in the cockpit of something as advanced as these P-40s. Back when he earned his wings in 1926 after eight years as an enlisted mechanic, the Navy sent him to one of the first torpedo squadrons in the fleet. There, he helped develop anti-ship-attack tactics in underpowered fabric-covered planes called Martin T3Ms. Those Warhawks on the flight line could reach 350 miles an hour. P.I.’s first combat ride could do 110—without the torpedo. With one of those massive weapons slung under the fuselage, the T3Ms could barely stay above stall speed. It made for hairy takeoffs on the old USS Langley, the Navy’s first carrier, which had been converted from a collier. With its postage stamp–sized flight deck so narrow the T3M’s wingspan nearly matched its width, and its lack of catapults and safety systems, flying from the Langley claimed a lot of P.I.’s friends through horrific accidents. Those were the gestational years of carrier operations. Much was learned and refined for the future carriers then on the drawing boards, but those lessons were hard-won with the blood and bones of P.I.’s comrades.


It astonished him how far aviation had come in only a decade and a half. The technology in those P-40s could hardly have been dreamed of in 1930. With retractable landing gear, all-metal construction, an enclosed cockpit, and speeds never seen before in the fleet aircraft he had flown, those Warhawks represented the pinnacle of American aviation development.


From lumbering torpedo bombers, P.I. moved on to float planes, experimental designs, and finally fighters. He joined the legendary Flying Chiefs, the Navy’s most elite squadron where almost every pilot was an enlisted man. These were the men who started from nothing and had earned their place among the Navy’s best through determination, relentless hard work, and skill. The Chiefs made it their personal mission to show the other squadrons—all staffed with officer-pilots—that they were unmatchable in the air. Year after year, they proved they were the best in fleet gunnery and dogfight competitions.


With the Flying Chiefs, he spent several years flying off the USS Lexington’s pitching flight deck in countless exercises throughout the Pacific. They had executed simulated sneak attacks on San Francisco and the Panama Canal, and had even covered a mock-amphibious assault on Midway Atoll. In between, several Hollywood blockbusters of the age were filmed aboard the Lady Lex. In 1937, he took part in the search for Amelia Earhart before coming home to Hawaii to finish his Navy career as a patrol bomber pilot.


He was one of the hottest pilots in the Navy’s hottest squadron. Given the latest planes and best equipment, the Chiefs were the darlings of interwar naval aviation. Yet, even the most advanced aircraft they had flown in the late 1930s were still fixed-gear biplane fighters that looked like sportier versions of what had gone against the Red Baron and his ilk in 1918.


He studied the P-40s for a moment longer. They were sleek killers in repose, waiting for the moment to unleash their full fury on the enemy. The sight of them made him want to feel a sense of security. Their arrival that fall signaled that Washington took the defense of Manila seriously, and that meant his family would be better protected. Yet, P.I. knew many of the pilots assigned to those new aircraft. They were raw, barely trained reservists pulled into the Army Air Force after the fall of France in the summer of 1940. Most had never even been in a P-40 before reaching the Philippines.


There had been some flight training in November, but that was curtailed at the beginning of December. The fighter squadrons were on twenty-four-hour alert with the pilots ready to take off within an hour. Earlier in the weekend, that was changed to fifteen minutes’ notice. That was well and good should the Japanese launch an attack, but P.I. knew these young, green pilots needed air time in their new planes. Instead, they were cooped up in their ready rooms, dozing or playing cards.


The training situation was so dire that when one squadron was ordered from Nichols Field to a new airstrip farther north, an epic disaster ensued. Given ancient Seversky P-35 fighters built while these pilots were still in junior high school, half the squadron crashed while making the move.


Almost as bad as the lack of training was the colonial culture ingrained in the Americans. For two years, P.I. had been troubled by the party atmosphere pervading all branches of the service. To him, they seemed to be whistling past the graveyard, working minimal hours during the hot tropical days, playing polo and storming the Manila bars in the afternoons and evenings. Meanwhile, Japan was busily taking over China and much of Southeast Asia.


To be sure, P.I. had spent much of his youth pub-crawling through the worst ports of call in the Atlantic Fleet, but these days were different. He kept waiting for the military to get serious. From everything he witnessed, the four-hour workdays and parties had continued for much of the American military, even as MacArthur received more men and planes from the States.


MacArthur knew the importance of the Philippines. The United States had acquired it in the aftermath of the Spanish-American War. The Filipinos revolted against American rule, and from 1899 to 1902 a merciless guerrilla campaign raged throughout the islands. The U.S. Army quelled the uprising through a combination of public works programs and wholesale slaughter of hostile villages. After winning the war, the Philippines became a critical American colonial possession. It served as a springboard for trade into China and other parts of the Far East. It became a hub of economic activity, including mining. The Philippines drew entrepreneurial Americans through the first decades of the twentieth century, and slowly their efforts were transforming the islands into a modern society.


At the same time, when the Philippines fell into America’s lap after the war with Spain, the nation struggled to figure out how to defend it. The Spanish had found the archipelago so remote as to be impossible to protect. After the Japanese defeated Russia in a bloody conflict in 1905, the U.S. military faced the same problem. With supply lines stretching seven thousand miles across the Pacific to West Coast ports, there would be little time to reinforce the Philippines should the Japanese decide to attack. Tokyo lay only eighteen hundred miles away from Manila.


Should war with Japan actually happen, the Japanese would hold all the cards in the Western Pacific. At least, at first. Washington belatedly tried to solve this problem by sending more troops, planes, and munitions to the Philippines as tension escalated between the two countries. It felt like too little, too late, though. If war began, at best the forces defending his family were only partially ready to fight.


The sun broke over the eastern mountains, casting long shadows across Nichols Field. The P-40s sat still, silhouetted in the morning light, loaded with fuel and ammunition as their pilots waited nearby for the word to scramble should Japanese planes be detected over Luzon.


Scuttlebutt among the aviators was that the Japanese had begun flying night reconnaissance missions over Luzon from their bases on Formosa Island. The P-40s at Iba Field up the northwest Luzon coast had tried to intercept them, but it had been a fiasco. The air control teams on the ground couldn’t even talk to the pilots in the air. They had to have a pilot sit in the cockpit of a stationary P-40 on the airfield, relaying intercept directions from the controllers to the planes in the air. That jury-rigged system quickly broke down, and the Iba-based P-40s had found nothing in the darkness.


P.I. drove north, skirting the edge of Nichols, until he came to Fort McKinley. The influx of reinforcing troops arriving that fall had overwhelmed the Army’s ability to house them. The parade ground became a veritable tent city as units fresh off the boat from San Francisco lacked barracks of their own. New construction would address the situation, but it would take months to complete. In the meantime, the men lived in the dirt and mud.


The situation was a total cluster. Too much too late without the infrastructure to support the new troops and gear. Meanwhile, P.I. kept hearing of critical shortages of ammunition, tanks, vehicles, and other supplies. Two weeks before, Connie and Julie had been at Fort McKinley for a charity drive sponsored by a Manila women’s group. After the event, both of them had been invited to stay and have lunch with Maj. Gen. Jonathan Wainwright, MacArthur’s senior field officer. A hard-drinking former cavalryman and World War I veteran, he didn’t mince words at the table that day. He spoke openly of the Army’s deficiencies, including the many problems within the Far East Air Force (FEAF). The girls came home that night and repeated everything the general said during the family dinner, confirming most of what P.I. had already picked up around the airport over the past year.


Just to the northeast of Fort McKinley, Nielson Field came into view. Built in 1937, it was one of the only airports in the Philippines to be paved. Nielson’s two wide, long concrete runways could handle just about every aircraft type in the Philippines, including the recently arrived Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress four-engine bombers that President Franklin D. Roosevelt believed would act as a deterrent to Japanese aggression.


P.I. turned off the highway and crossed the main runway. At times, when things weren’t busy here, he would load up the kids in the Roadmaster and speed down the runway, the Straight-8 thundering. The kids loved those joyrides, the Buick doing the quarter mile as they cheered and laughed.


Those mirthful moments at Nielson gave way to the Army Air Force’s arrival at what had once been a civilian-only field. While no combat aircraft were stationed at Nielson yet, a steady stream of military traffic had come and gone each day ever since wooden buildings had been thrown up to house FEAF headquarters and the air intercept center for the northern Philippines. That latter building was full of telephones connected to outlying stations staffed by Filipinos whose job was to report any aircraft overhead. That information was then marked on a huge horizontal relief map of Luzon that dominated the air intercept center’s plotting room. It was a primitive system, but it was the only fully functioning way to know if the Japanese were launching an air attack.


P.I. parked beside the Philippine Air Lines hangar. Spacious enough to house four aircraft, maintenance facilities, and desks, the hangar was built late in 1940 just after P.I.’s boss, millionaire Andrés Soriano, incorporated the airline. As he walked inside, the PAL employees there greeted him warmly.


This airline was his project, his pioneering effort out here in the Western Pacific, and he embraced the venture with all of his capacious heart and talent.


P.I. Gunn had arrived in the Philippines in 1939 to work as Andrés Soriano’s personal pilot. Soriano owned a host of businesses around Luzon—everything from San Miguel beer to gold mines around Baguio and Paracale. For a year, he flew Soriano all over the islands in a red Beech Staggerwing biplane until P.I. had convinced his boss that serious money lay in the airline business. Only two small airlines had operated in the Philippines through the 1930s, and one had gone under recently. Air travel seemed tailor-made for the area, a way to knit the islands together in a manner never before possible.


Soriano loved the idea of flying between the southernmost island of Mindanao and Manila in just a few short hours, compared with the days it sometimes took by sea. If the right mix of aircraft, investors, and people could be pulled together, a national airline in the Philippines could be a huge success.


Soriano found the right investors, and he found the right man to make it work in Paul Gunn. In quick succession, he made P.I. the company’s chief pilot and operations manager. P.I. ran the airline’s day-to-day business, flew passengers, scouted new potential routes, and helped establish new airports through the Philippines.


They started small—one run to the summer capital of Baguio in March 1941 became the inaugural flight of Philippine Air Lines. Now, PAL possessed two twin-engine, modern Beech 18 airliners and the older fabric-covered Staggerwing. Things were going so well that he talked Soriano into buying several more planes. Those were somewhere in the Pacific aboard a freighter bound for Manila.


At the operations desk, P.I. checked the day’s weather report. It didn’t look good. The sky over Manila was supposed to be okay throughout the day, but a near monsoon had engulfed most of southeastern Luzon. Torrential rain had turned the hillsides along the coast down there into rivers of mud, and the dirt airstrip at Paracale, a tiny beachside mining community 120 miles southeast of Manila, was sure to be a bog. This was going to seriously complicate his morning; he was supposed to fly a charter run to Paracale with one passenger. The passenger was an important person in the islands, and he made it clear to P.I. that the flight was of crucial importance to the defense of the Philippines.


He reread the weather report and glanced around the hangar, thinking the situation over. The two Beech 18s sat nearby, wing tips almost touching. Polly’s favorite color was a deep, saturated red, and in her honor P.I. had picked it for the fleet’s signature paint job. The Beech 18s were redder than the Red Baron’s World War I Fokker triplane, jazzed up with white bird stripes running from the nose down either side of the fuselage. The company had painted their civilian registration numbers on their starboard wings in bold white letters.


They were beautiful and capable aircraft, but neither would take to the air on this Sunday morning. Instead, the Staggerwing sat outside, fueled, cleaned, and ready to go.


He knew the passenger well. He wouldn’t exaggerate the importance of a Sunday morning flight to a tiny coastal village, but was it wise to take a mid-1930s biplane into the middle of a storm? Granted, the Staggerwing was a rugged plane, capable of landing on the short jungle strips that dotted the islands. It could go where the Beech 18s could not, which made the old bird a valuable asset for Philippine Air Lines.


Originally, it had served as the 1930s art deco version of a Learjet—a luxuriously apportioned executive runabout that was part practical and part status symbol for Soriano and his wealthy business associates. Since becoming part of the Philippine Air Lines fleet, the pilots used it for charter flights to smaller strips around Luzon. Once a week, P.I. flew it to Paracale to pick up a load of gold extracted from the mines there. The Staggerwing could carry a lockbox with 125 pounds of gold per flight, making it the richest thing in the air.


If the weather report was accurate, taking the Staggerwing into a tropical storm would be pushing the envelope, even for P.I., who usually flew in weather nobody else would dare to risk. He was comfortable in the air even in zero visibility. With seventeen thousand flying hours under his belt, he had experienced everything from Atlantic thunderheads to Caribbean hurricanes, giving him the skill and confidence to fly in almost anything. He never held the other Philippine Air Lines pilots to his standards, though. Instead, he let each man decide his limits, and when the weather looked dicey, he let them choose to fly or cancel the flight. He would take to the air if his passenger wanted to risk it. He would soon find out just how important the flight really was, or how gutsy his passenger felt.


Since its inception, the airline had been less a business and more like a family. The first flight attendant married one of the first pilots, and the mechanics and ticket agents routinely met after work at the Gunn house for drinks or dinner. P.I. earned their loyalty by being paternal and protective. Several times, he had walked into the terminal to find a passenger yelling at or mistreating his ticket agent. That always set P.I. off—nobody disrespected his employees. P.I. would storm over to the unruly passenger and grab him under the arm and squeeze. He called this the “horse bite.”


With a Cheshire cat grin on his face, P.I. would say to the shocked passenger, “Listen, we do not tolerate knuckleheads around here.” The paradoxical combination of the physical pain and P.I.’s demeanor would intimidate the passenger, who intuited that P.I.’s voice may have been calm, but underneath the tranquil façade lay a man who had no issues with violence if pushed to it.


There would be no such problems with today’s passenger. The man, slender, impeccably dressed and groomed, was chatting amicably with the ticket agent. He turned and welcomed P.I. like the friend he was.


At fifty-three, Joseph Stevenot was a legend in the Philippines. During the Great War, he served in the islands as one of the first American aviators. In 1919, he flew the first plane into Cebu Island. He established the first flight school in the Philippines and helped train the first class of Filipino pilots while part of the National Guard. Later, he worked as the Curtiss Aeroplane Company’s technology representative in the Philippines, setting up a civilian flight school under the firm’s direction.


That was only half his day. Originally, he came to the islands as an electrical expert, working on various power projects as a civilian. Later, he ventured into communications and became an expert on telephone, telegraph, and radio-telephone technology. In the late 1920s, he helped consolidate the numerous phone companies in the Philippines under one corporate entity, Philippine Long Distance Telephone and Telegraph. As its vice president for operations, he set up the first transpacific cable line to the United States. He built phone lines all over the islands even as he branched out into other enterprises, including a mine operation company. He had even been one of the principal partners that established the Philippine Air Taxi Company (PATCO) in the early 1930s.


Stevenot was a gregarious bon vivant with a passion for fishing and excellent booze. He was a philanthropist and a community organizer who played the key role in establishing the Boy Scouts of the Philippines. He made friends easily and had connections all over the world.


He was also a man with pull. Lots of pull. Earlier in the year, he traveled to Washington D.C., where he urged Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson to devote more resources to the defense of the Philippines and to unify the command structure in the islands. That was the second time in two years he lobbied on behalf of his adopted home with members of the D.C. power elite.


Stevenot wore many hats in public, but there was one side of him that few knew about that fall. After he visited Stimson, the War Department put Gen. Douglas MacArthur in overall command of the Filamerican army. MacArthur, in turn, brought Stevenot back to active duty as a major. His exact role at MacArthur’s headquarters remains a mystery, but that fall he was overseeing a variety of special communication projects, including at least one considered top secret.


P.I. had told Polly that he was taking Joseph Stevenot to his mining operation on Lahuy Island off the coast of southeast Luzon. His daughter Julie later wrote that he had taken Stevenot fishing at Alabat Island in Lamon Bay. Years later, when asked by reporters, P.I. told them he had been in Surabaya, Java, scouting new routes for Philippine Air Lines. He took national security and its secrets so seriously that he never revealed the true nature of his activities on December 7.


Of course P.I. was nowhere near the Dutch East Indies that Sunday morning, and nobody was going fishing in the weather pounding southern Luzon. There was also no pressing business reason to fly through a monsoon to visit Stevenot’s gold mine on a Sunday when nobody would be at work.


A brand-new technology had just reached the Philippines, one that could mean the difference between defeat or victory for MacArthur’s air force. Stevenot was racing the clock to help make it operational even as more Japanese reconnaissance aircraft violated Filipino air space. That was the real reason P.I. traveled to Nielson Field that Sunday.


P.I. and Joseph Stevenot shook hands and talked over the weather. Both sensed time was running out for the Philippines. It was not a moment to play it safe when war could break out at any moment.


They would fly.


Together, they walked out to the tarmac where the company’s Beech Staggerwing waited, its red paint gleaming in the morning sun.
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Into the Storm

P.I. climbed through the Staggerwing’s fuselage door and settled into the pilot’s seat. The interior, while cramped, exuded sumptuous comfort. Beech Aircraft designed it with the discerning executive in mind. A ribbed, three-person bench seat that looked like a miniature overstuffed leather sofa occupied the back of the cabin. The pilot’s bucket seat was on the left, with a second seat on sliding rails beside and a bit offset behind it. The cream-colored upholstery complemented the honey-brown armrests. The padded side panels resembled a typical luxury sedan’s, complete with hand cranks for the windows.




The Staggerwing did not have a true dual control system, but it could be flown from Stevenot’s passenger seat if necessary. The control wheel was affixed to a metal arm that could be swiveled in a 180-degree arc from one side of the cabin to the other, depending on who wanted to do the flying. Tucked under the wooden instrument panel was a second set of rudder pedals as well.


P.I. went through the Staggerwing’s preflight checklist, flipping switches and setting the throttle for start-up. He worked quietly with meticulous concentration. Twenty years of flying during the Golden Age of Flight had taught him to be thorough. The saying went, There are no old, bold pilots. In his youthful days as a naval aviator, he had done plenty of bold things. He once helped his squadron earn the prestigious fleet aerial gunnery competition, only to get grounded for a month after celebrating the win by taking a plane on an “unauthorized flight over a foreign nation,” which was noted in his official Navy file. He flew relief operations in the Caribbean and bombing missions over Nicaragua. He tested new designs and flew aircraft so dangerous others were not allowed behind their controls.


On one memorable mission, he landed his seaplane in the South Atlantic after running low on fuel—and taxied onto a whale’s back. That episode became the stuff of legends throughout the small and tight-knit community of pre-WWII naval aviators.


The men who flew those wooden planes did so by the seats of their pants. They explored, they pushed boundaries, they improvised when what they had on hand did not work. Shortly after P.I. had learned to fly, a Navy crew attempted to fly from San Francisco to Hawaii in a biplane flying boat. They suffered mechanical failure along the way, which forced them down at sea. Given up for lost, the crew miraculously reached the islands almost two weeks later. Without a functioning radio or engines, the crew rigged makeshift sails and let the wind carry them the final 450 miles to their destination.


Such men shaped naval aviation, creating a maritime force that would someday dominate its adversaries. Those early days, though, were a constant balancing act between the peril of pushing the envelope and finding a way back safely to the ground. P.I. sometimes took risks that would have killed lesser pilots, but he had never pushed beyond the edge of his own abilities. That was what had kept him alive when so many of his brother naval airmen had died in crashes.


The starter motor whined, and the Wright R-975 Whirlwind engine sputtered to life. When Soriano ordered this Beech, he wanted power. Beech offered several different options, and Soriano picked the R-975, since it delivered 450 horsepower. That provided enough muscle to get the rakish biplane over two hundred miles an hour in level flight.


P.I. listened to the engine like a conductor listening to his orchestra. His ear was so tuned to the Wright’s sounds that he could pick out every individual piston firing, every subtle clack of the push rods and lifters. It was his symphony, though to anyone else the Whirlwind sounded rough and uneven, blatting along at idle as if on the verge of quitting. A bit of throttle smoothed out the engine.


P.I. smiled at that; his mechanics always did an exemplary job of prepping PAL’s aircraft for flight. He trained his other pilots to always communicate with their ground crew after every flight to talk through any quirks or issues. In the Navy, he had seen pilots who never did that; they simply climbed out of the cockpit and left, ignoring the ground crew completely. He was on the receiving end of that in his early years as an aviation mechanic, and he was resentful of such treatment. Besides, without talking through the plane’s performance, there was no way to know if anything needed to be fixed. The Navy had the pilots fill out forms that were supposed to detail such things, but the aviators hated paperwork as much as anyone else, and stuff always seemed to fall between the cracks. That disconnect led to needless mishaps in the air.


At Philippine Air Lines, P.I. insisted that the air and ground crews function as an integrated team. Not only did that ensure the birds were in top condition, but it kept morale high among the mechanics, since the pilots treated them with respect.


The system worked. PAL had not suffered any significant in-flight mechanical issues despite the beatings the aircraft took on the half-finished jungle airstrips.


The Whirlwind warmed up quickly, and its reassuring purr filled the cabin. That sound always gave him a thrill. Even after all his flying years, he still loved this moment, poised on the threshold of breaking earth’s bonds to find freedom in the air again.


He taxied the Staggerwing to the runway and lined up. The throttle jutted out of the instrument panel, its knob topped with a button the pilot had to depress in order to slide it. P.I. actuated the brakes and pulled the throttle out toward him. The engine went from a purr to a growl and then to a roar as he opened the throttle all the way. He twisted a switch on the panel to check the magnetos. They were functioning fine. The run-up was the last preflight check. No sense in tearing down the runway, only to discover too late that some malfunction inhibited full power. Men died that way.


Satisfied, P.I. eased off the throttle and prepared for takeoff. He checked the runway for other aircraft even though he knew few if any would be flying today. Better to follow routine and be safe than make a careless mistake. All clear; he released the brakes. The Staggerwing lurched forward, gaining speed easily. Light and quick, it skated along the concrete until the tail lifted. P.I. gave it a little left rudder to compensate for the propeller’s torque and eased back on the wheel. The Beech’s stubby nose rose and the wheels broke free of the runway.


They climbed out over Manila and leveled off at three thousand feet. Unless flying over mountainous terrain, P.I. preferred to fly low. When asked by his student pilots why he did that, he told them to imagine a clear coffeepot boiling on a burner. “When you look at it, you see how the coffee boils at the top but the bottom is calm? That’s the way the sky is. Stay low and the air is smoother.”


The six-year-old Staggerwing was a tough bird, but it was still only a steel tube and wood frame covered with doped fabric. It wouldn’t hold up in the violent air inside a storm front. With heavy rain and stout winds reported at Paracale, he would stay under the weather front while keeping a close eye on the ridges and peaks around the town.


P.I. pointed the nose southeast, setting the throttle to cruising speed. Instinctively, he eased it onto the “step.” Nose slightly down, tail slightly high, he felt through the control wheel the negative pressure pushing down on the top wing in this angle of attack. A slight adjustment, and the Staggerwing accelerated, as if some extra invisible force was pulling it along. A careful observer would have noted a subtle change in the sound of the slipstream rushing by the cabin—but only a careful one.


Depending on the pilot, the step was either something natural-born aviators could find or an aerial version of an old wives’ tale. The debate has raged for as long as humans have taken to the sky. To those who swore by it, “getting on the step” meant finding the aircraft’s sweet spot—the best power setting and angle in the air to maximize speed and fuel efficiency. If done right, a pilot could feel the aircraft catching the slipstream, like a surfer catching a wave just right. There’d be a rush and the plane would speed up, as if shooting the curl of an air current.


To get on the step took equal parts intuition, feel, and a technical understanding of the plane’s performance. Everything affected where the step could be found and maintained, from number of passengers to cargo weight and the fuel being burned to, some thought, the amount of paint and wax on the wings. The step was a moving target through the course of any flight, and a pilot had to adjust constantly to stay on it. In 1941, there was no autopilot that could do it for them. It was an arcane skill, one that required artistry at the controls.


Later generations of pilots, used to hydraulic or electronic controls, modern autopilots, and the computerization of flight derided the step as a myth. For some, their remoteness from that physical connection between pilot, aircraft, and sky had been broken by all the new technologies that made flying less an art and more a technical expertise.


Those who flew with P.I. Gunn swore he could get on the step and stay there almost as soon as his wheels left the ground. He flew faster and burned less fuel than any other pilot in the Philippines. Others who flew with him would find out how many gallons of gas he had left in his tanks after landing, and they would marvel over the fact while their tanks were all but bone-dry. After two decades of flying, P.I. did it so intuitively that he sometimes didn’t understand how pilots of lesser experience or ability had so much trouble finding that elusive aerial groove. It was a difficult thing to teach, and a pilot had to have an elevated natural skill set and awareness to pull it off effectively.


For the Staggerwing, the step meant an extra five miles an hour and a few gallons saved on the run to Paracale. Not much, but it added up, and PAL was still a start-up company searching for any way to trim costs.


They flew on to the southeast, passing over a quilt of rice fields and straw hut villages interspersed with dense swaths of jungle. Ahead, the sky’s palette changed from blue to gray to black, as towering charcoal-colored clouds appeared on the horizon to stretch thousands of feet above the tiny Staggerwing.


P.I. held a steady course, and soon the Staggerwing slid under the storm front. Rain and wind lashed its fabric-covered wings. The biplane had no windshield wipers, and the downpour kept obscuring their forward view. Unfazed, P.I. kept careful watch over his instruments to maintain the aircraft’s level and hold the course. As they flew deeper into the storm, the air became rougher, and staying on the step became impossible as sudden downdrafts and turbulence tossed the Staggerwing around.


Normally, he was all business in the cockpit. The jovial, outgoing man known on the ground by friends and colleagues alike would turn into the consummate professional in the air. He brooked no horseplay, and more than once disciplined his sons for goofing off in the air when the family went with him on a flight. In weather like this he went further, drawing heavily on an unusual ability to both intensely focus and multitask at the same time. It was a paradoxical skill that the best pilots possess.


P.I. could process every instrument’s display with just a scan across the cluster of dials and gauges. He knew exactly what each reading meant in relation to the other, instinctively reacting to their information with whatever control or power inputs they required. He did this all while maintaining an uncanny awareness of everything outside and around the aircraft.


He observed pilots who fixated on one thing—say an instrument cluster—to the detriment of other aspects of their awareness. Pilots who did that flew into mountains or made other crucial mistakes. Some who overfocused on the outside environment could find their senses tricked while flying through fog or a cloud bank. Forgetting to check their instruments, they sometimes ended up inverted, or in a dive, and did not even realize it until seconds before hitting the ground.


P.I. scanned the instrument panel, a rolling process adhered to with a meticulous rhythm—airspeed, altimeter, vertical speed indicator, turn and bank indicator, fuel gauge—then raised his head and scanned the sky. Head down, his eyes checked the panel, making sure everything was in the green. A tweak on the trim settings, a slight adjustment to the throttle or the prop’s pitch to keep the plane on the step, and the rhythm started anew.


Young pilots quickly got overwhelmed by the sheer volume of input and the processing required. They called it an overflowing bucket. Once that happened, they got behind the aircraft and the situation, and things rarely went well after that. The masters like P.I. not only had larger buckets, they thought ahead of the aircraft like a race car driver stays a split second ahead of his ride. For P.I., the concentration required to do this, especially in bad flying conditions, was total. No chatter. No fidgeting, no distractions in the cabin. The maestro conducting his symphony.


Through the rain-streaked windscreen, P.I. and Stevenot made out the mountain range that formed Luzon’s north-south spine. The jungle-covered peaks and valleys dense with vegetation passed below them in the storm’s twilight-like darkness.


They reached Paracale Bay about an hour later. The town was little more than a ramshackle collection of tin-roofed huts clustered along the beach beside the mouth of a nearby river. A few bancas—outrigger canoes—and fishing boats were tied up to the stilts that elevated the huts above the water level. The Staggerwing buzzed low over the village, and P.I. checked the palm trees to get a sense of the wind’s speed and direction. This was another old pilot trick that helped confirm what they felt from within the plane. Such sensations could be deceptive, and visual cues from the ground were far more accurate. P.I. could see sharp gusts flaying the palm fronds to and fro, their trunks rocking from the force. This would not be an easy landing.


Across the river, the town thinned out. A few huts and shacks dotted the edge of the beach, and a few more were nestled in the jungle. Beyond them, the ground opened up to reveal heavy equipment, along with larger buildings, cranes, and vehicles. That was one of the gold mines, built where the terrain curved northward into a peninsula that formed the dividing line between Paracale and Malaguit Bays. The airfield had been hacked out of the jungle on the peninsula’s northern tip. Unpaved, it was short and rugged, stretching east to west along a few hundred meters of the beach. No drainage, no secondary runways, no ramps, just a stripe of somewhat level dirt and grass bulldozed between beach and jungle. He had made this trip hundreds of times; he knew the runway and the best way to get on it. He couldn’t control the elements, though, and a sudden gust at the wrong time could pitch him right into the trees or drive him into the sand.


P.I. flew out over Paracale Bay, the surf white with foam as the storm waves pounded the beach. He dropped the landing gear and turned onto the final approach. The wind was blowing crossways to the narrow strip, and P.I. fought it all the way to the ground with liberal use of his rudder until the Beech seemed almost to be crab-scuttling sideways and down onto the runway.


Exactly what happened next is unclear. The runway was in poor shape due to the storm, and the Staggerwing’s landing gear was either damaged on touchdown or one of its tires blew while P.I. was taxiing. Whatever the case, the aircraft could not be flown until the undercarriage could be fixed.


P.I. did not want to be marooned at the hardscrabble mining town for the rest of that Sunday, December 7, 1941. He planned to be back in time to greet his daughters after their school trip to Baguio. Now he worried that their reunion would have to wait until the Staggerwing could be repaired. In the meantime, Stevenot, storm or not, had work to do. He bid P.I. farewell and headed off to begin his mission.


Stevenot’s telephone company had constructed the phone lines to the air observer stations on Luzon. Those lines ran to the plotting center at Nielson Field, where Signal Corps and Army Air Force personnel stood by to answer them, then pass the information on to be plotted on the giant relief map of Luzon that dominated the center’s main room. Those observer stations represented the only comprehensive air-warning system in the Philippines, and it was a poor one at best. Half-trained Filipinos with binoculars were not going to be able to accurately describe incoming flights of Japanese aircraft—few even knew what Japanese aircraft looked like. The Army Air Force’s latest intelligence reports suggested the Japanese flew a mishmash assortment of old German and Italian biplanes and first-generation monoplane bombers that were built under license. The Americans in the Philippines had no clue the Japanese possessed first-rate, modern aircraft that were far more capable than most of the American ones that had reached Manila that fall.


Even if the observers knew what the Japanese were flying, there was almost no effective way to judge their altitude and speed, so what warnings they could give would never provide the information needed to carry out a successful interception.


Only radar, a top secret and revolutionary technology in 1941, could do that. For those associated with it, radar’s invisible sweeping eye seemed like something straight out of a Buck Rogers movie.


The British had used radar the year before during the air battles over their home isles. It had given the Royal Air Force’s Fighter Command a decisive advantage over the German Luftwaffe. Britain’s radar electronically tracked incoming German raids, and the information their systems provided allowed ground controllers to select which available fighter squadrons would go after them. Then the fighters were scrambled to altitudes and bearings that allowed them the highest chance of a successful interception.


A radar network in the Philippines could make all the difference between destroying incoming Japanese raiders or getting hammered by an aerial surprise attack. Washington knew that, but the Army’s Signal Corps possessed only a few radar sets and even fewer trained operators. Electronic warfare struggled in its infancy in the United States that fall, but what sets the Army had were being sent to the Pacific as fast as possible. By October, about a dozen of them had trickled into Manila.


They came in two main flavors: the SCR-270 mobile radar system and the SCR-271, which was designed to be placed in a fixed, permanent facility like the ones the British had defending their homeland.


In November, a small advanced party from one of the Army Signal Corps’ freshly arrived radar control units—called an air warning company—reached Paracale to scout a location for a new radar site. It would cover Manila’s southeast and eastern flank in case the Japanese attacked from aircraft carriers in the Philippine Sea. Since the Japanese had naval bases to the east and northeast, the chances of them launching attacks from their flattops from this direction seemed to the Americans a significant threat to the islands.


On November 29, a few officers and a handful of enlisted men loaded an SCR-270 and an SCR-271 aboard a freighter in Manila Bay that set sail on December 1. Running south down Luzon’s western coast with most of the men sleeping out on the deck, the voyage went fine until the freighter steamed right into a monsoon. Waves crashed over, knocking the Signal Corps troops off their feet and sending them skidding across the deck. One of their sergeants, Everett Rosen, was forced to tie his men to parts of the ship, lest they wash overboard.


The swells grew deeper as the storm raged around them, and several times vehicles lashed on deck nearly broke loose. The Filipino crew worked feverishly alongside the Americans to keep them in place.


Four days later, on Friday, December 5, the ship reached Paracale Bay. There were no docks there, nor shoreside cranes to assist with offloading the gear, so all the vehicles and cargo had to be lowered onto barges that were then towed by small boats to the beach at the edge of town. This included tractors, a fifty-foot-long trailer, twenty-ton trucks, and jeeps, as well as the massive crates housing the precious radar gear.


The permanent set was taken to a mining company’s warehouse and stored for future use. It would take months to build the fixed radar site; for now the men had orders to get the mobile one up and running immediately.


The advanced party had picked out a mountaintop south of town, accessed by a narrow dirt road built by a mining company. The storms had turned the road into a river of mud, and the incline proved so steep that even the four-wheel-drive jeeps could barely negotiate it. Working day and night that Saturday, they dragged the mobile set, its massive trailer, and the companion trucks up to the top of the mountain. Despite the wind, rain, and muck, they assembled the sixty-foot-tall antennae system and wired it into the command trailer. They soon discovered that part of the antennae array had been damaged in transit. In the dead of night that weekend, as the storm continued to blast Paracale, Sergeant Rosen strapped a gas tank on his back and climbed the array as it swayed in gale-force winds to solder the damaged parts.


The set was functional, but it had to be fully operational so the radar team would be able to report back to Nielson Field. That was where Stevenot came in. He had to find a way to tie the radar into the secure phone lines running to Nielson. While there was a phone line that ran to the town of Paracale, there was nothing to the south, so the handful of Americans laboring on the mountaintop could communicate with the plotting center only via radio. With the mountainous terrain between Nielson and the coast, radio contact was touch and go. They needed better coms.


The situation at Paracale was not unusual that December 7. Of all the radar sets in the Philippines that weekend, only Iba Field’s was working properly. It had been the one tracking the Japanese reconnaissance flights over Philippine territory earlier that week. Another had been emplaced on a ridge north of Clark Field, but it was malfunctioning.


The electronic eyes the Americans so desperately needed had yet to gain their sight.


After leaving Stevenot, P.I. caught a ride into town, then called the PAL office in Manila and explained the situation. They had no other aircraft that could get into Paracale, which meant the Staggerwing’s replacement parts would have to come overland. At first glance, that didn’t seem troubling, but the road from Paracale westward was half finished and washed out in places. Even in better conditions, the road was primitive at best, with patches of quicksand that trapped unsuspecting travelers. It would likely take a few days to get the parts out to the plane, P.I. learned.


One of the mining companies had built a small club for its employees. The commander of the radar men, Lt. Jack Rogers, had bunked down there when he arrived earlier that weekend, while the rest of his men were billeted in a dirt-floor warehouse. In all likelihood, a frustrated P.I. settled in at the club for the night, hoping the parts would be delivered more quickly than estimated.


Before heading over to the club, P.I. ensured the Staggerwing was tied down and taken care of. It rode out the storm at the edge of the little strip. Planes were just tools to P.I., so he never became too attached to anything mechanical. Where some pilots tended to feminize their planes, P.I. Gunn never did. Still, there were memories aboard that Beech—his first flights with Andrés Soriano when he arrived in the Philippines were in this beautiful burgundy aircraft. He flew his family to Cebu and Baguio in it, the kids scrunched together in the backseat, a single lap belt stretched across their slender figures, while Polly rode beside him in the other bucket seat. At times, Paul or Nath would come along and peer over their dad’s shoulder to see what he was doing. They had learned never to bother P.I. when he sat at the controls. Several times, they observed passengers attempt to move up to the cockpit in one of the Beech 18s and talk to their dad. That invariably angered him, and he would order the passenger to sit back down. So Paul and Nath would stand behind P.I., watching silently as he flew the airplane. Sometimes, if the flight was an easy one, P.I. would look over his shoulder and explain to the boys what he was doing. He always initiated, though, so the boys never interrupted P.I.’s rhythm at the controls.


Flying was his life, and he embraced it with a calm seriousness that he wanted his boys to learn. He expected both to become pilots, and he gave the boys stick time in other aircraft. Thanks to P.I., both had flown planes long before they ever slid behind the wheel of the family sedan.


He loved to teach his art to others. He was released early from the Navy in 1937 to teach at K-T Flying Service in Honolulu. There is some speculation that this was done to help foster aviation in America’s Pacific territories, ensuring an unofficial Navy presence in the region.


Since coming to the Philippines, he found ways to keep instructing others. For the past two years, he trained most of the Filipino pilots now working for PAL, not to mention the mechanics as well.


He also secretly worked with the nascent Philippine Army Air Corps, teaching its young crop of fighter pilots how to fly the ancient hand-me-down aircraft given to them by the United States. He knew almost all the Filipino aviators in uniform, and at least one would later remember P.I. Gunn held a commission in the PAAC as a lieutenant colonel. He was not only the father of Philippine Air Lines; he also helped create the Philippine Air Force. Few men in 1941 had as much influence as P.I. did on the development of aviation in the islands.


As rewarding as teaching Filipinos was for him, nothing would trump the joy of seeing his boys solo for the first time and ride the clouds like their old man. Flying would be the Gunn family business, and he relished the thought of mentoring his boys along until they could become a part of it. Perhaps in a few years, his boys would even fly the Staggerwing, too.


A new storm blowing in from the north ensured that dream would never happen.
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The Voice of Manila

The next morning, the world changed forever.




P.I. Gunn awoke early in Paracale hoping that the Staggerwing’s parts would arrive later that day. As he waited at the club, somebody turned on the radio for the NBC network’s early-morning news report. With Manila eighteen hours ahead of Hawaii, and twenty hours ahead of San Francisco, it was still Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, in the United States.


Don Bell, known for years as the Voice of Manila, usually announced the 0600 news brief, the first of many he did throughout a typical weekday. He was an American, a veteran Marine of the China station who did not like the Japanese. As a broadcaster based in Shanghai, he reported scathingly on the Imperial Japanese Army’s depredations in China after their 1937 invasion. The war there forced him to flee to Manila, where NBC’s flagship station in the Far East, KZRH, hired him as a newscaster. He quickly became the most respected reporter in the islands, a man whose understated and calm demeanor brought world events to hundreds of thousands every day.


At 0600 on Monday, December 8, Don Bell came over the airwaves, his normally unflappable voice filled with alarm. “Early this morning a large number of strange planes attacked Pearl Harbor. We haven’t heard yet as to where they came from, but reliable sources think they came from Japan. Just how much damage they did at Pearl Harbor we don’t know. All reports are very vague…”


Word spread fast through the islands, and while the people of the Philippines had lived under the threat of war for months, its actual arrival left most in a state of shock.


The news realized P.I.’s worst nightmares. It meant the Japanese had gone after the Pacific fleet, just as the Lexington’s air group had in the many war games P.I. had taken part in during the 1930s. He knew there was only one reason to go bomb the American warships at anchor there. With the fleet out of the way, the Imperial Japanese Navy could launch offensives and amphibious invasions anywhere they wanted in Southeast Asia.


The Philippines would be next. P.I. had no doubt of that. The family’s house on Villamor Court was less than a mile from Nichols Field. If the Japanese planned to invade, Nichols would be one of their primary targets.


How many times had P.I. flown over his neighborhood? Hundreds at least since arriving in ’39. Looking down at Villamor Court, he always noted that the neighborhood looked like a series of military buildings and barracks from the air. Unless the Japanese had conducted some sort of ground reconnaissance and knew the true nature of the neighborhood, P.I. was certain they’d consider Villamor Court part of the Nichols Field base complex.


That meant Polly and the kids were about to find themselves in the middle of the shooting and bombing. Stuck at Paracale, 120 miles away, there was nothing he could do for them. Stateside, those miles would have meant a two-, maybe three-hour car ride. Here, without the Staggerwing, the distance seemed almost insurmountable. Yet, he couldn’t sit on his hands and wait for the parts to show up with his family in harm’s way. Besides, if the Japanese attacked Nielson Field, the parts might not even be left to send to Paracale.


In his mind’s eye, he saw how it could go down. Incoming waves of bombers would strike at Nichols, releasing their ordnance on the runways while fighters wheeled and strafed. He saw them growling overhead, machine-gunning Villamor Court. Gone would be the days of weekend getaway flights, of Mass in the beautiful Manila churches and company gatherings at their house. Servants and drivers and cooks, the trappings of colonial living, would be a thing of the past. All they knew and loved about their adopted home would be uprooted, living on only in their memories.


How could his family be protected from that? The house would not stop bullets or bomb splinters. If the family tried to take refuge in it during an air raid, it could become their tomb. He needed to get home and find a way to keep them safe.


Other, more dreadful thoughts followed those images. P.I. frequently took his family to the movies. The newsreels shown before the features were often filled with scenes of Japan’s war against China. He’d seen the air attacks on the USS Panay captured on film by reporters fleeing Nanking as the Japanese reached the Nationalist capital in late 1937. He also watched Japanese bombers carry out bombing raids against Chinese cities. The American newsreels cut aerial footage shot by the Japanese together with film shot by Western reporters on the ground.


To the untrained eye, all looked like chaos. Bombers releasing their deadly payloads over a checkerboard landscape, followed by scenes of Chinese civilians running pell-mell for bomb shelters. Some carried suitcases, some fled with babies in their arms. The footage had no ambient sound, but it didn’t take much imagination to hear the terrified cries of those Chinese.


P.I.’s professional judgment and experience let him see more into those images than the average American. He wasn’t blinded by the prevailing racism that dismissed the Japanese as a half-baked military power with obsolete aircraft bought or copied from foreign manufacturers. When he saw those newsreels, P.I. realized the Japanese possessed a first-rate air force with deadly capabilities. The aerial shots depicted tight formations of modern bombers accurately hitting their targets from thousands of feet in the air. That showed the Japanese possessed the technology to produce decent bombsights—no small achievement, as the United States struggled for years to develop one. Those scenes also showcased the pilots and their considerable skills. Those tight formations were not easy to maintain, especially in combat with antiaircraft fire peppering the sky.


Worst of all, those scenes also showed the Japanese had no moral issues with carpet-bombing innocent civilians.


At 0800 Don Bell’s voice returned to the airwaves and reported Japanese planes had bombed Camp John Hay, just outside of Baguio, in the mountains of northern Luzon 130 miles from Manila. The war, only a few hours old, had already reached the Philippines—in the exact spot his girls had spent their first weekend away from home.


If he wasn’t frantic to get home before, this made him so now. The long-distance phone lines were overwhelmed by the traffic the war’s outbreak had caused. P.I. couldn’t get through to Polly. He had no idea if his girls were safe. For that matter, he had no idea if the rest of the family was safe.


In the mid-1930s, the Navy sent P.I. to Coronado, California, and the family lived for several years in San Diego. One day he and Polly took the kids into town for the day where P.I. needed to run an errand on the fourth floor of the Spreckels Building. He parked on the curb next to the stately edifice and left the family in the car with the engine running. He would be in and out, he assured them.


He never made it to the fourth floor. While he was in the elevator, an earthquake struck the city. In the car, Polly and the kids watched in terror as streetlights swayed around them and people poured out of the nearby buildings.


The elevator jammed between floors, trapping P.I. at the moment he knew his family needed his calm and comforting presence. With the building evacuated, he was left inside for over an hour and a half. Outside, his family grew almost frantic with worry. Everyone but P.I. had come out of the place. How could they not fear the worst? When he finally extricated himself and returned to the car, he found his loved ones deeply shaken.


It was the one time he wasn’t there when they needed him most. He didn’t want to ever experience those feelings again.


Now, the situation was far more serious than a mere California temblor. The Japanese Army could be coming ashore somewhere on Luzon that very minute. It was the same army that had raped tens of thousands of women in Nanking in December 1937, whose soldiers played death games with crying civilians as they pleaded for their lives. Stories of babies bayonetted, fathers forced to watch as their daughters, wives, and mothers were gang-raped then murdered by the Japanese, flowed out of China with the thousands of expats fleeing from the debauchery. Many—including Don Bell—tried to rebuild their lives in Manila after their escape. P.I. and Polly had met some of those refugees—they were a mix of Russians, Spaniards, Americans, British, Italians, Dutch, Germans, and Chinese. At gatherings, they would sometimes tell stories of the Imperial Army that made the Mongols look tame.


Connie was seventeen. She’d grown into a beautiful young woman, complete with her mother’s eyes and flowing hair. She was refined, a capable young woman just coming into her own. Julie at fifteen was slender, spirited, and brave. She captivated boys with a sort of stormy charisma that would confound as well as attract. She was beautiful, feisty, and independent, but at the same time, she was naïve and as vulnerable as Connie without P.I. to protect her.


Polly, elegant and charming, moved with grace and radiated an X factor that drew everyone to her. Her looks had owned middle age. Her face was smooth, her skin fair and free from worry lines and wrinkles. She looked considerably younger than her forty years. She was the most beautiful woman P.I. had ever known. She was kind and warm, the type of person who others confided in, knowing their trust would not be broken.


Like most Americans, Polly lived a sheltered life compared to the nihilistic hell rushing upon them now. She was tested at times when P.I. went to sea for months at a stretch, but she never faced death and carnage nor the horrors of an army like Japan’s.


How strong was she? P.I. wasn’t really sure. He devoted himself throughout their marriage to protecting her from anything unpleasant. If somebody started to tell a dirty joke in front of Polly, P.I. would invariably step in and ask him to stop. The few times his request was ignored, he laid the man out with a swift and sudden jab to his jaw. When it came to Polly and her sensibilities, P.I. was uncompromising. It quickly got around Manila that only a fool would offend Mrs. Gunn.


Rumors of more attacks whispered their way around Paracale. Paratroops, fifth columnists, turncoat Filipinos aiding the enemy—those were the rumors floating around that morning as shock gave way to rising fear. The American mining engineers began to panic. Their families were out there with them, even more defenseless than those in Manila that day. Not an antiaircraft gun nor a single combat battalion had been ranged anywhere near the town. Should the Japanese appear in the bay, they would be at their mercy. Nobody wanted to see the nature of that mercy.


Joseph Stevenot chose to stay at Paracale, at least for the next week or so. Getting the communications system working atop the mountain was more critical than ever now. He had family in Manila, but his duty was out there on the southeast coast, so he would trust in MacArthur’s forces to keep his loved ones safe.


P.I.’s duty lay at home. He had to find a way back to his family. Waiting for the Staggerwing’s parts would be nothing but a slow death to him. With the clothes he’d flown in the day before and little else, he bolted from the mining operation, determined to bribe, cajole, hitchhike, or threaten his way back to Manila. Whatever it took, he would be with Polly and the kids before sundown.
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The Day of Fiestas

Monday, December 8, 1941




Manila was in a celebratory mood. December 8 marked the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, and the predominantly Catholic city was trimmed with blue-and-white banners. Flags bearing the image of the Virgin Mary fluttered from windows and lampposts. Manilans woke up that morning eagerly anticipating the daylong fiestas hosted all over town. Shortly after dawn, dressed in their finest, they flowed from homes to churches to worship at the start of the day. Celebrations, feasts, and parties would come after.


Polly fit right into this aspect of life in the Philippines. Raised in the church in hometown Pensacola, she was also educated in private Catholic schools. She loved going to Mass in Manila. The Spanish who had brought Christianity to the Philippines in the sixteenth century maintained its grandeur by constructing beautiful houses of worship, some of which had weathered countless calamities over the years. Some had been rebuilt many times in the wake of fires or earthquakes, their rich legacy preserved by the faithful parishioners. Polly never worshipped at such stunning, historic places before coming to the Philippines. The Manila Cathedral, the Basilica of San Sebastian, and Quiapo Church of the Black Nazarene inspired awe.


That Monday morning, she herded the kids into the Buick Roadmaster, which a couple of PAL employees had brought back to the house the evening before. The boys wore their Sunday best; the girls fresh back from their Baguio trip wore the school skirts and good shoes P.I. had bought for them. They arrived home on the evening of December 7, avoiding the first bombing raid in the Philippines by about twelve hours.


Paul and Nath went to a Catholic school in town, which was closed for the holiday. Connie and Julie attended the secular American School, though, and rode along, a little jealous of their brothers.


Their chauffeur had taken the day off, so Polly drove them into town, navigating the hectic streets with a quiet mix of panic and determination. P.I. taught her to drive a few years ago in San Diego, where most drove sedately and usually obeyed the traffic laws.


The streets of Manila couldn’t have been more different. Horse-drawn carriages, called kalesas, competed for space on the streets with trucks, taxis, and sedans whose drivers practiced a sort of automotive Darwinism: survival of the fastest. They whipped in and out of lanes, cut people off, and when there was an accident, they would scream at each other while ignoring the snarl they’d created. Once, Polly had almost hit a kalesa driver who stopped in the middle of the road, then dismounted to whip his exhausted horse as it collapsed on its side in the street.


When they reached the Redemptorist Church in Baclaran, Americans, Filipinos, German, Italian, and Spanish parishioners mingled outside the tall, sandy-brown archways leading into the chapel. There were even a few Japanese in the crowd—mainly shopkeepers who had converted after emigrating to this diverse and energetic city. They greeted each other warmly, chatting while walking inside.


The church was one of the most modern in Manila. Though recently constructed, it had such character, with its vaulted ceilings, rows of candles in iron holders, and the polished wooden pews, that it brought Polly a profound sense of comfort. This was her refuge; Mass was never a chore but a joy she loved to share with her children. P.I. came to the Philippines to exercise his pioneering spirit. Polly found spiritual acceptance. Her entire life, she’d been part of a minority religion in the South, and more than once she was targeted for it. She learned to keep her faith to herself, but even that did not shield her from snide remarks or attacks. Then she fell in love with P.I. Gunn, and he became her shield.


Soon after she and P.I. married in 1923, they traveled to his hometown—Quitman, Arkansas—to spend time with his family. One morning, P.I.’s six-year-old niece came into Polly’s room as Polly was doing her hair before church. The little girl stared at her through wide eyes until Polly asked what was wrong.


The girl pointed at Polly’s long braids piled atop her head and asked, “Is that how you hide your horns?”


“What, honey?” Polly asked, trying to keep the surprise out of her voice.


The girl explained that the town Methodist preacher had said all Catholics were agents of the devil. You could tell who they were, since they all had horns.


Polly smiled and asked her to come closer. The girl hesitated, torn between what the preacher taught her and Polly’s sweet demeanor. At last, she stepped forward. Polly took her hand and touched it to her head.


“There. See? No horns.”


Polly and P.I. went to church with the rest of the family. The preacher, a fire-and-brimstone type, had been well prepared for the arrival of a Catholic in their little corner of the Ozarks. He spent most of the sermon railing against them and those who leave the true church to marry them.


As a kid, P.I. listened to this sort of nonsense every Sunday and never bought into its bigotry. It seemed harmless back then, though. Now, here he was back in the same church, a worldly twenty-three-year-old listening to the same hate-filled rant. This time, the preacher directed it all at him and his new bride.


This was too much. P.I. stood up, announced that he would not tolerate any slights to his wife or her religion. Then taking her hand, he led Polly out the door. They returned to the family farm, packed their things, and left.


He’d chosen his wife and her religious beliefs over his family. That loyalty to her so soon after they’d exchanged their vows set the tone for their entire marriage. Occasionally, P.I. would go to Mass with the rest of the family, but he never knelt in prayer, and he never truly believed. He protected her right to believe what she wanted with ruthless devotion. Between P.I. ensuring her freedom to believe what she wanted and the acceptance she found in Manila, Polly was happier in Manila than in any other time in her life.


Mass finished up before school started, but Polly needed to rush to get the girls to class on time. A quick hug to them both and they slid out of the Buick. Nath and Paul happily watched them go, reveling in the fact that in a few minutes they’d be playing back at home while their sisters languished in class.


Polly pulled away from the school and turned onto an empty street. The sight of it struck Polly as odd. No morning traffic, no kalesas clopping along. There weren’t even many people walking on the sidewalks, or window shopping. Manila went from a boisterous city to a veritable ghost town in only a couple of hours. Only at the banks were there any crowds, and there things looked tense. People clustered around the doors, peering anxiously inside.


When they reached the house, Polly put the unusual scene out of her mind as she led the boys inside. She busied herself with her household to-do list while the boys ran upstairs to change. With the day off, they decided to head down after lunch to the black sand beach a few blocks away to see if the fleet had returned yet. Sometimes, they also caught Filipino jockeys exercising their horses along the water’s edge before the races at the local track.


In the meantime, they played in the backyard. As the neighborhood population dwindled, the boys became more resourceful, conceiving games and adventures together as their friends returned to the States. Before all the military dependents went home, they were quite social, running in a pack, and serenading a redheaded girl they had a crush on, singing “Red Sails in the Sunset” to her while sitting on the wall outside her home.


Now, though, they were the last children their age in the neighborhood. They set up their collection of toy soldiers and metal tanks, each adorned with an American star. Some of their classmates included the sons of Spanish families who supported Gen. Francisco Franco’s Nationalists during the Civil War. Playing war over at their houses led to a jolt for Nath; their toy soldiers wore German uniforms and their tanks sported swastikas. It made the boys uncomfortable at first, but they didn’t let it get in their way of friendships.


As the battle took shape in the backyard, their pet monkey Chi-Chi came out of the little house P.I. had set up for him in a nearby tree. A line ran between two trees, and he would run back and forth on that wire, capering as the kids laughed at his antics.


P.I. had ensured that each child had his or her own pet. The girls didn’t care for the monkey—the first time they saw him, Chi-Chi grabbed his penis and started playing with it. A masturbating monkey repelled them, though the boys thought it hysterical. So the monkey became theirs. Amos the cat gravitated to the girls, as did a family of ducks. Their dog, Dingo, protected the menagerie and the children. At the moment, he took point for Daisy and Donald as they waddled around under one of Chi-Chi’s trees, their ducklings in tow behind them.


Amos made an appearance. He and Chi-Chi belonged to the same Army captain and were lifelong pals as a result. The lanky orange cat scaled one of the trees and tight-rope-walked across the wire to give his monkey friend a morning bath. Chi-Chi suffered through the cat’s tongue stroking the fur on the top of his head, making chittering noises as he got cleaned.


“Let’s take Chi-Chi for his walk,” Paul said as they looked up from their war to watch the two animals balancing on the wire.


Moments later, the boys happily walked Chi-Chi on a leash through the vacant streets, where he occasionally darted off to snatch a sunbathing lizard and bite its head off. He would sit on his haunches and chew loudly with a look of triumph on his simian face. The first time this happened, the boys had been so unnerved they ran home and told P.I., who replied laconically, “Oh yeah, he sure loves those things.”


They finished their circuit and returned to the yard. The back door opened and Polly stood there, her face expressionless. It was a rare moment when Polly wasn’t smiling. She wore a floral print dress she made herself on the sewing machine P.I. had given to her, her hair pinned in place with colorful clips she had found when they lived on Ford Island in Pearl Harbor.


“Boys,” she said, her voice shaky, “come in for lunch please.” At the dining room table, a plate of sandwiches waited for them.


Polly stood by the radio on a sideboard. It was a portable Motorola they’d bought in Hawaii, one of two they owned. Polly switched it on. The tubes hummed as they warmed up. A moment later, Don Bell’s voice burst through a crackle of static. At first the boys were confused, with something about the Japanese attacking Pearl Harbor, then news that hit close to home.


“We have further word that the first civilian casualty during the attack on Hawaii was Bob Tyce, killed at Honolulu’s John Rodgers Airport at the start of the attack.”


The boys froze, eyes locked on their mom’s. Polly sat down, her face turned slightly away from the children. She looked ready to cry.


“Bob Tyce was a partner in K-T Flying Service at Honolulu Airport. He was struck by a strafing Jap plane as he left his office. He fell back into the arms of his wife, who is a nurse, and died shortly after…”


“Oh my God… Mom? Is he talking about Bob Tyce? Our Bob Tyce?” asked Paul.


Polly, her chin on her chest, could only nod. The radio confirmed what she had prayed would not be true. Moments before, she’d received a phone call from Dan Stickle, the head of maintenance for PAL. He told her that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor earlier in the day and Bob was dead.
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