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            Prologue

            The Promise

         

         The spring of 1942 was glorious for the Empire of Japan. By the end of the year, the Japanese Empire ruled over 350 million people, although in some places, such as the Philippines, their hold over the population was tenuous. The empire’s boundary ran from the islands of Attu and Kiska in the arctic region through the Solomon Islands in the South Pacific then west across a portion of the jungles of New Guinea to the India/Burma border.1

         The nation’s 124th emperor, Hirohito, ruled over one-seventh of the earth’s surface. His reign reached nearly five thousand miles in most directions from his imperial palace, far exceeding that of any of his predecessors. In what British prime minister Winston Churchill called “the largest disaster and worst capitulation in British history,” Imperial Japanese forces conquered Singapore in February. US General Jonathan Wainwright surrendered all Allied forces in the Philippines in May. The previous Christmas Day the British, Canadian, and Indian troops at Hong Kong laid down their arms, although bands of Chinese continued fighting a small guerrilla campaign against the Japanese occupiers in the area called the New Territories.

         Triumphant Japanese forces occupied large sections of mainland China, the entire Malayan Peninsula, Borneo, the Dutch East Indies, Wake Island, Sumatra, the Gilbert Islands, Guam, a large portion of the Solomon Islands, Siam, French Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), Celebes, Timor, the Bismarck Archipelago off the northeast coast of New Guinea, and a portion of the north coast of New Guinea. They also controlled many of the over seven thousand islands of the Philippines.

         Thinking themselves unbeatable, many Japanese military leaders suffered from what several of them would refer to after the war as “victory fever.” Although sixteen US Army Air Forces B-25 bombers flying from the deck of the USS Hornet had attacked Japanese cities, including Tokyo, in April, Japanese leaders remained confident and firm believers in their ultimate triumph. Their springtime confidence, however, would come to a shocking end later that year when they encountered three American officers—two admirals and one general—who were equally resolved to defeat them.

         Admiral Chester Nimitz, military commander of the newly created Pacific Ocean Area, carefully planned for the inevitable confrontation with the Imperial Navy, which was determined to destroy the American aircraft carriers that had not been at Pearl Harbor when the Japanese attacked in December. In the Battle of Midway, fought over several days in June 1942, the Japanese suffered the sinking of four aircraft carriers, Hiryu, Kaga, Akagi, and Soryu. The heavy cruiser Mikuma also sank. Badly damaged was a second cruiser, Mogami. Two destroyers, Asashio and Arashio, suffered extensive damage. All three warships limped to Truk for repairs. Also lost were 248 carrier aircraft and 3,057 personnel, including 110 irreplaceable pilots. American losses were limited to the sinking of one carrier, USS Yorktown, one destroyer, USS Hammann, 150 aircraft, and 307 personnel.

         Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey, the aggressive commander of an aircraft carrier force in the Pacific, was hell-bent on taking the fight to the Japanese after Pearl Harbor. He directed forces that bombed Tokyo and ordered early raids on the Japanese bases on the Gilbert Islands. In October 1942, he took command of the South Pacific Area built around the Solomon Islands. American forces were having difficulty dislodging the Japanese from the islands, especially the most strategically valuable, Guadalcanal. The Imperial General Headquarters intended this island, with its landing field, to serve as the southern anchor of the empire. Halsey’s aggressive actions and his support of the US Marines and Army troops fighting there drove the Japanese out, and by December 14, 1942, the Imperial Navy Staff was calling for the evacuation of all Japanese troops on the island.

         Ordered by President Franklin Roosevelt to evacuate his headquarters on Corregidor in Manila Bay in March 1942, General Douglas MacArthur had expected to find an Allied army awaiting him in Australia. That army did not exist. It took some time for the American soldiers to reach Australia from the United States and the Australian troops to return home from North Africa. In late August and early September 1942, MacArthur’s forces, at this time predominantly Australian, beat back a Japanese invasion at Milne Bay at the tip of New Guinea in the first defeat of a Japanese land force during the war.

         As additional Allied troops arrived, MacArthur conducted dozens of amphibious landings along the northern New Guinea coast, either destroying Japanese units or isolating them and leaving them to surrender or starve in the jungles. After having defeated Japan’s powerful Seventeenth Army there, he targeted Morotai Island, just six hundred miles from the large southern Philippine island of Mindanao.

         But even before the Morotai landings took place in September 1944, MacArthur’s planners had developed details for his return to Philippine territory. The original plan called for landing troops on Mindanao, but that later changed to the more central island of Leyte at the urging of Halsey, whose pilots reported minimal enemy activity there.

         As the curtain began to rise on the long-awaited invasion and liberation of the Philippines, these three men would play critical roles in its success. As military planners in Tokyo sought a miracle that would save the valuable Philippines from falling from their grasp, MacArthur was planning his return, Halsey’s carrier aircraft were pounding Japanese installations on the key islands, and Nimitz was sending additional forces to bolster MacArthur’s army and navy.

         
              

         

         LESS THAN two hours after his troops landed on the beaches of the Japanese-held island of Morotai, on September 15, 1944, General MacArthur waded ashore in thigh-high muddy water. The commander of the South West Pacific Area (SWPA) congratulated the officers and men on their successful landing. MacArthur then stepped off to one side, gazing intently in the direction of the nearest of the Philippine islands, and declared, “They are waiting for me there. It has been a long time.”2

         It had been a long and difficult two years and six months since he had reluctantly obeyed the presidential order to abandon his trapped American and Filipino forces on the Bataan Peninsula and slip away to Australia. It was shortly after he had arrived in Australia that he issued his promise to the people of the Philippines, “I shall return.”

         The people believed his promise. Their faith in him was almost spiritual. Believers painted his words on walls in Manila during nighttime. Resisters to the Japanese occupiers had them secretly printed on matchbook covers and gum wrappers, and people carried in their pockets slips of paper with the oath printed on them.

         Now, standing on the shores of Morotai, he was ready to fulfill his promise.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Decisive Battle vs.

Guerrilla Warfare

         

         The Imperial General Staff knew MacArthur would soon launch his forces against the 270,000 Japanese troops of the Fourteenth Area Army charged with occupying and defending the Philippines. In a desperate attempt to bolster their chances of resisting a large-scale American invasion, they made a last-minute decision to replace the existing commanding officer and bring in the man known as the “Tiger of Malaya.” General Tomoyuki Yamashita arrived in Manila on October 7, 1944, less than two weeks before MacArthur’s troops hit the beaches at Leyte.

         The Philippine Islands were among the most important strongholds for the preservation of the Japanese Empire. As consequential as New Guinea had been, the empire faced inevitable defeat if the Philippines were lost to the Americans. The more than seven thousand islands of the archipelago dominated the shipping lanes that brought much-needed oil to the Japanese Home Islands from the resource-rich East Indies. Admiral Soemu Toyoda, the commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, stressed the importance of those sea routes. He was willing, he said, to sacrifice every ship in his fleet to prevent MacArthur from regaining control of the Philippines. He told startled staff officers that the fleet would be useless without the fuel from the East Indies. Vice Admiral Takeo Kurita, commander of the Imperial Navy’s powerful Second Fleet, was in full agreement when he said the Philippines were “vital to the continuation of the war.”1

         General MacArthur agreed with the Japanese admirals. In early September 1944, he told Army Air Forces General George Kenney he was anxious to get Kenney’s land-based bombers to the Philippines so they could begin sinking cargo ships transporting oil, rubber, tin, and other raw materials from the Dutch East Indies to the Home Islands. Once that link was cut, MacArthur believed the Japanese would have only six months before they ran out of these vital supplies. He told Kenney the enemy understood this precarious situation and would fight desperately to hold the Philippines.2

         The appointment of General Yamashita as commander of the Fourteenth Area Army defending the Philippines was an indication of the level of desperation felt by the Imperial High Command. Prime Minister Hideki Tojo, jealous of Yamashita’s popularity after capturing Singapore, had banished him to Manchuria in July 1942. Following the fall of Saipan to American forces, Tojo was relieved in July 1944. His replacement as prime minister, Kuniaki Koiso, recalled Yamashita to the active war zone. Acknowledged as one of the best combat commanders available, Yamashita’s orders were to take whatever actions necessary to prevent MacArthur from regaining control of the Philippines, especially Luzon. Yamashita swore that he would force MacArthur to surrender in the same way he forced British General Arthur Percival to surrender his forces at Singapore. Behind the public braggadocio was a general substantially less confident in the success of his mission. The Manchukuo Emperor in northeast China reported that the general wept when he received orders to go to the Philippines, telling the Chinese ruler he would never return.3

         Japan’s war was doomed from the start. Based in part on the need for the raw materials that make war possible, the nation’s military leadership led the country into an overexpansion that was not sustainable. Japan’s limited material and human resources could not support a long war on several fronts, so they had to conquer other countries to obtain what they needed.4

         There was also an element of self-delusion in how and why the Japanese pulled the United States into the war. The Nazi defeat of the Dutch and French was seen as an invitation to take control of their colonies in southern Asia, which were rich in natural resources, especially oil and rubber—both important to the imperial war machine. They expected that at some point the United States would enter the war on the side of the Allies, thus exposing the eastern flank of the newly expanded empire to attack. The goal of the strike on Pearl Harbor was to cripple the American ability to send the Pacific Fleet against the imperial invasion forces heading south toward the former Dutch and French colonies. One American military historian referred to the Pearl Harbor attack as “a sideshow.”5

         Some Japanese expected that after a stunning defeat at Pearl Harbor the United States would be unable to conduct a full-scale war and would seek peace terms. Instead, the sneak attack on the American fleet aroused a population that had until then been reluctant to commit American forces to the war in either Europe or Asia. Michael Armacost, former ambassador to Japan, termed it “a fundamental miscalculation.”6

         Ignored by top military officials in Tokyo were the reports of Japanese civilians and military men who had visited the United States and described its vast size and the increasing potential of its industrial base. Five months before Pearl Harbor a Japanese army colonel recently returned from a fact-finding mission to the United States reportedly told a member of the Imperial General Staff that America had twenty times the steel production capacity of Japan and was able to produce five times as many aircraft and had ten times Japan’s total war production capacity.7

         At the start of the war, Japan’s Imperial Navy was the third most formidable navy in the world. It boasted some of the most powerful warships afloat.8 A major problem with this powerful navy was that it was structured on the doctrine of the “decisive battle.” This was an outgrowth of the teaching of American naval historian and strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan. His book, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660–1783, first published in 1890, was required reading in the Imperial Japanese Naval Academy and Naval War College. The basis of Mahan’s naval philosophy is the concentration of capital ships or ships of the line, commonly called battleships by World War II. The objective was to develop a fleet of these large and powerful ships that could destroy an enemy fleet in a single battle. It worked well for the Japanese in the May 1905 battle of Tsushima Strait against the Russian Baltic Fleet in which just ten of the original thirty-eight Russian ships managed to escape and reach safety. This climax to the Russo-Japanese War resulted in Imperial Japan becoming the first non-Western world power since the days of the Chinese emperors.

         British military historian John Keegan called Mahan “the most important American strategist of the nineteenth century.”9 Therein lies the problem. Mahan, who served in the Union Navy during the American Civil War, was a man of the nineteenth century. He died in 1914, just eleven years after the Wright brothers made their historic first flight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. The advent of the airplane and aircraft carriers altered the way navies fought at sea. During the May 1942 Battle of the Coral Sea between Japanese, American, and Australian ships, the battle fleets never actually sighted or fired their big guns directly at each other. The fighting was aircraft to aircraft and aircraft to ship. No matter the range of the battleship guns, the enemy could remain out of reach and send aircraft to do the fighting. Once aircraft proved they could approach from over the horizon and sink a battleship, Mahan’s strategy inched toward being obsolete. Along with it went the theory of the single “decisive battle” that would force the Americans to find a new way to end the conflict.i

         Unfortunately for the Japanese, they clung to the theory through the end of the war, always seeking a head-to-head confrontation with the United States fleet. The American emphasis on constructing aircraft carriers made that virtually impossible.

         When, in the first decade of the twentieth century, Japanese planners looked toward the United States as their next potential enemy following the defeat of the Russian fleet, they centered their strategy on a false premise that would come back to haunt them. The planners anticipated that American ships would have to operate with a long supply line leading back to the US west coast. They expected the American fleet would have short periods to engage in battle before its supply chain was broken or the ships simply ran low of ammunition and food, forcing them into a decisive battle. Based on a powerful defensive posture, the Japanese strategy called for most battleships to remain in reserve close to home. Smaller warships such as cruisers and destroyers would sail east to attack, otherwise harass, and thin out the American fleet. Japanese plans made no provision for the possibility the United States would invade and take control of various islands in the central and southern Pacific regions and turn them into massive supply depots.

         While most imperial admirals worshipped at the altar of the battleship and the decisive battle, a small number saw that the future was in naval airpower and the use of aircraft to fight surface fleets. Among them was Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander of the Combined Fleet. In October 1940, Yamamoto may not have realized he was predicting just how the United States Navy would fight his country. “As I see it, naval operations of the future will consist of capturing an island, then building an airfield in as short a time as possible…moving up air units, and using them to gain air and surface control over the next stretch of ocean.”10

         Years earlier, a young Yamamoto was making enemies among the battleship believers when he claimed that, in the future, a ship that can transport and set in flight aircraft would be the most important warship afloat.11

         One officer influenced by Yamamoto was his chief of staff, Vice Admiral Matome Ugaki, who made an April 27, 1944, entry in his diary, published after the war, questioning why the naval planners were still obsessed with seeking a decisive battle and not attacking elements of the enemy’s forces that were easy to destroy.12

         Following the costly defeat at Midway, imperial naval planners gave more credence to the importance of aircraft carriers, but never enough to allow them to supersede the battleships, as the US Navy did when it built its fleets around the carriers. They never gave up their search for the decisive battle, even when it was obvious that Japan was about to lose the war. They made one final attempt at a decisive head-on collision during the American invasion of the Philippines. The result was the almost complete destruction of the Imperial Navy as a fighting force. It was then they turned to suicide missions.

         
              

         

         WHEN GENERAL Douglas MacArthur departed Corregidor on March 11, 1942, his expectation was to return to the Philippines soon while leading an Allied army currently forming in Australia. Before leaving, he altered the command structure of the American and Filipino armies to avoid a complete surrender to the Japanese and provide for the development of trained and armed guerrilla forces during an enemy occupation.

         MacArthur divided his forces into four separate commands spread across the archipelago. All were to report directly to him in Australia. Major General Jonathan Wainwright commanded the North Luzon Force, which constituted mostly of the troops on Bataan and Corregidor. The forces on the Visayan Islands—chiefly Leyte, Samar, and Negros—were under the command of Brigadier General Bradford G. Chynoweth. General William F. Sharp Jr. was to continue in command of all Americans and Filipinos on Mindanao. General George F. Moore would remain in charge of the Harbor Defense Forces and those on the fortified islands of Manila Bay. Finally, MacArthur promoted Colonel Lewis C. Beebe to brigadier general and appointed him deputy chief of staff, reporting directly to himself.

         Through this complex arrangement, MacArthur was the only general who had the power to surrender all the American and Filipino forces; his subordinate generals could only surrender the troops under their command. MacArthur considered Mindanao, the most southerly and second-largest of the Philippine islands at thirty-six thousand square miles, the key to maintaining an American foothold in the archipelago, and the location for the landing of a US Army corps. To facilitate support for such a vital landing, he instructed General Sharp that, when organized resistance was no longer possible, he should break up his forces into small groups and move their food, fuel, ammunition, and portable equipment inland out of Japanese reach.13

         In this way, MacArthur expected that if Bataan and Corregidor fell to the Japanese, the other forces could continue fighting, and if necessary they could withdraw to the interior mountains of their command areas and engage in guerrilla warfare until his return. MacArthur had weighed the possibility of having to fight a guerrilla campaign against Japanese invaders prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor. As part of his planning, he had begun developing an underground intelligence network that could function during an enemy occupation. For this purpose, he had enlisted mine owners, plantation owners, and other businessmen whom he believed would remain loyal to America.14

         MacArthur’s plans failed for two reasons. The Japanese invasion came much quicker than he expected, and perhaps more importantly, he did not notify Army Chief of Staff George Marshall or anyone else in the War Department about his alteration in the command structure. Following MacArthur’s departure from Corregidor, Marshall had President Roosevelt promote Wainwright to lieutenant general, a rank commensurate with his new role as commander of all American forces in the Philippines on March 22, 1942. The War Department designated the new headquarters United States Forces in the Philippines (USFIP).

         When MacArthur learned what had happened, he objected and finally explained the reasoning behind his retaining command, but it was too late. When Wainwright surrendered on May 6, 1942, he told Japanese General Masaharu Homma he could only surrender the troops under his immediate command and that the other regional commanders reported to MacArthur. Homma made it clear that Japanese intelligence officers had read the communications from Washington placing Wainwright in command of the USFIP. He ordered Wainwright to contact the other American generals with instructions to surrender their forces or face the slaughter of all Americans and Filipinos on Corregidor.

         As the surrender progressed, thousands of American and Filipino soldiers slipped away from their units and went into hiding. Many became the core of numerous guerrilla groups throughout the islands, often joined by escapees from the Bataan Death March and various prison camps.

         Understanding the growth and widespread dispersion of guerrilla bands, MacArthur immediately set plans in motion from his new headquarters in Australia to unify as many groups as possible, assigning some to combat roles and others to intelligence gathering. His headquarters stayed in touch with many of them through radio units that submarines delivered from Australia, along with arms, food, and other supplies. He also sent American officers to several islands to act as coordinators and offer professional military leadership.

         Soon after Lieutenant General Wainwright surrendered all American and Filipino forces, a shroud of silence descended over the Philippines. General MacArthur expected that the plans he had developed before leaving Corregidor for a resistance movement among both Americans and Filipinos were working, but he could not learn anything of their activities or results.15

         The situation suddenly began to change on July 13, 1942. A Dutch clandestine radio station hidden in Japanese-occupied Java picked up and forwarded a message addressed to MacArthur from a regimental radio shack near the town of Echague in northeastern Luzon that the enemy had not yet discovered. The sender was Captain Guillermo Nakar of the 14th Infantry Regiment of the 1st Division of the Philippine Army. When his regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel Everett Warner, followed Wainwright’s instructions and surrendered on June 30, Nakar and two companies refused to surrender and instead slipped away to the nearby mountains. He told those left behind that he planned to find a way to contact General MacArthur.16

         MacArthur’s spirits lifted when he read the message. Nakar explained that detachments of Filipino and American units had not surrendered and were actively attacking Japanese units and facilities in the northeast and central Luzon regions. He closed by telling MacArthur that his victorious return was the subject of nightly prayers in every Filipino home. MacArthur and Nakar kept up a conversation over the next few weeks, with the general learning important information concerning enemy actions in Central Luzon and the condition and locations of POWs.

         In a message dated August 7, Nakar, whom MacArthur had promoted to lieutenant colonel, explained that the Japanese were aware of his radio station and had a large force searching for it. That was his final contact. The following month he was captured, evidently betrayed by a pro-Japanese Filipino, and imprisoned in the dungeons of Fort Santiago, the notorious, centuries-old former Spanish fort where he was eventually executed. The roughly 1,100-man guerrilla force he left behind continued to operate through the end of the war.17

         In short order a floodgate opened of radio contacts between American and Filipino guerrilla leaders and their commander in Australia. Radio listening posts throughout the South West Pacific Area began reporting to Allied headquarters on messages to MacArthur from all over the Philippines. Sometimes the information was startling to those in near isolation from events in the Philippines, such as when the Royal Australian Air Force informed the commander that they had received a message intended for him from a Filipino officer on the five-thousand-square-mile island of Panay in the central Philippines. Colonel Macario Peralta Jr. had been chief of operations of the 61st Division, Philippine Army, when Wainwright broadcast his order for all forces under his command to lay down their arms. Peralta decided not to obey. He now reported that he commanded a force of eight thousand men and was in control of a large portion of the island. He claimed the enemy had only eight hundred troops on Panay stationed in various cities. His army controlled the interior of the island to such an extent that supplies could be air dropped to his forces anywhere away from the occupied towns.

         Peralta, who was later awarded the Distinguished Service Cross by Lieutenant General Robert L. Eichelberger, told MacArthur that his men had taken the puppet governor of the island prisoner and replaced him with Tomas Confesor, who refused to surrender to the Japanese. A court-martial had sentenced the ousted governor to death, and Peralta asked General MacArthur to confirm the sentence.18

         The messages kept coming and often spoke of attacks on Japanese patrols or isolated posts. This concerned the general because he expected the enemy would retaliate against the civilian population, which they often did. While the raids and ambushes resulted in dead Japanese troops and required extensive searches for the culprits, they were never going to have a major impact on the occupation, at least not until they could be better organized and their activities coordinated.

         MacArthur repeatedly urged his guerrilla contacts to keep military action to a minimum until the time of his return, and to focus on collecting information on troop sizes and movements. What he needed more than anything else was information, and these men, and in some cases women, could supply it provided they could avoid being captured or killed. He needed spies, hundreds of them, throughout Japanese-occupied territory.

         As commander of all Allied forces in the theater, MacArthur’s headquarters became the recipient of a great quantity of intelligence on the Japanese. Unfortunately, much of it was contradictory and incomplete. This was in part because each nation in the alliance had its own intelligence operation and spies throughout the theater, and in some cases each military service had its own intelligence units supplying information.

         The German occupation of the Netherlands in May 1940 had left the Dutch forces in the East Indies and the Dutch portion of New Guinea to their own devises as the royal family went into exile in Britain. On December 8, 1941, Queen Wilhelmina declared the Netherlands in a state of war with Japan. The Japanese were expected to make a dash for the oil-rich resources of the Dutch East Indies, so Anglo-Dutch forces took up defensive positions to attempt to protect the oil fields and rubber plantations the enemy needed. Beginning on December 17, 1941, Japanese units from the Eighteenth Army began a series of landings in Borneo that drove the defenders back. On January 15, the Allied forces coordinated their efforts to block Japan by forming the ABDACOM (American, British, Dutch and Australia Command). Overwhelmed by the superior Japanese naval and air forces and following a series of defeats at sea and on land, ABDACOM was dissolved on March 1.

         Left behind as the Allies surrendered or fled were small groups of Dutch and native intelligence agents that soon became the Netherlands Indies Forces Intelligence Service (NEFIS). Clandestine Dutch radio stations throughout the East Indies provided MacArthur with invaluable intelligence on Japanese operations until the war’s end.

         Along with the Dutch, intelligence agents and spies from Britain, Australia, and America operated throughout the South West Pacific Area. To pull these many groups together, MacArthur organized the Allied Intelligence Bureau (AIB) in July 1942. Agents recruited into the AIB operated far behind Japanese lines conducting, among other things, long-range reconnaissance in support of guerrilla bands, including those in the Philippines.

         It is unlikely that Japanese war planners ever expected the war for the Philippines that they started by invading Luzon on December 8, 1941, would last until their commanding general surrendered to American and Filipino forces on September 2, 1945. Virtually every island in the archipelago had a guerrilla force combating the Japanese occupiers. At least 180,000 Filipinos and Americans participated in these forces as active fighters or spies. Often led by American or Filipino officers with military training, these groups were so impactful that they prevented the enemy from effective control of 75 percent of the nation’s provinces.19

         As MacArthur’s radio contacts with an increasing number of guerrilla leaders grew, he realized he needed a personal representative whom he trusted to slip into various islands and vet the leadership that had formed there. In September 1942, he reached all the way back to the United States for an old prewar friend, Charles “Chick” Parsons. Now a lieutenant commander of the US Navy Reserve, Parsons was well known and liked in Manila society. He survived the first months of Japanese occupation through a ruse that permitted him and his family diplomatic immunity as the honorary consul general to the Philippines from Panama, a neutral country. The Japanese interpreted the post as one having diplomatic immunity, which they reluctantly honored after first imprisoning and torturing him. Using his Panamanian identity, Parsons, known to all as Chick, had managed to secure passage to New York for his family.

         In January 1943, Parsons arrived at MacArthur’s headquarters in Brisbane where the general asked if he would be willing to return to the Philippines on a secret mission. To the stocky, swashbuckling Parsons the answer was obvious. The following month, Parsons began his first of forty-nine missions to the Philippines, most by submarine but several by air. This first mission was aboard the submarine USS Tambor to Mindanao. The submarine carried fifty thousand rounds of .30-caliber and twenty thousand rounds of .45-caliber ammunition, $10,000 in currency, a half dozen radio sets powerful enough to reach from Mindanao to Australia, along with spare parts, batteries, and generators. Also included were medical supplies including quinine and atabrine for fending off malaria. But the most important item carried by the submarine was Parsons himself, the personal envoy of the man all guerrillas in the Philippines wanted to hear from, General Douglas MacArthur.20

         Parsons’s destination on that first mission was along the Mindanao coast where he could contact Lieutenant Colonel Wendell W. Fertig, a civil engineer with a reserve commission in the US Army. Fertig now commanded several thousand guerrillas and with Parsons’s help expanded his command to control as many as thirty-six thousand men. They set up a series of coast-watching stations to report on enemy ship movements. Many more missions would follow with Parsons in control of twenty submarines assigned to move supplies to Filipino guerrillas and transfer American intelligence agents between Australia and several islands. They also distributed hundreds of thousands of pesos of counterfeit occupation money that allowed resistance fighters to purchase food from local farmers and had the added benefit of causing chaos in the Japanese financial system.

         When several guerrilla forces began fighting each other over control of various provinces or even entire islands, MacArthur stepped in and appointed commanding officers. His word was all that most guerrillas needed to fall in line and focus on what he wanted: reliable intelligence on enemy strength and movements. With several hundred radio stations delivered by submarine and in operation in early 1944, his influence on those resisting the Japanese occupiers multiplied. The general was, in a sense, fighting on two fronts at once. One was the war for control of New Guinea, and the other for control of the guerrilla forces in the Philippines.

         In addition to colonels Fertig on Mindanao and Peralta on Panay, a wide array of leaders rose among the ranks of the guerrillas. Colonel Russell W. Volckmann led eighteen thousand men in northern Luzon; Colonel Ruperto Kangleon commanded all forces on Leyte, especially after MacArthur appointed him commander of the entire island. Their activities cost the lives of tens of thousands of Japanese soldiers, crippled the enemy’s ability to rule the nation and make use of its natural resources, and paved the way for MacArthur’s long-awaited return.

         As for Parsons, he would play a vital role in support of the planned landings.

         
            Footnotes

            i The forces under General George Washington faced a similar situation during the American Revolution. British General William Howe believed the only way to end the rebellion was through a “general action,” similar to the Japanese “decisive battle.” Washington’s army spent years avoiding such a head-on collision with the enemy and instead chipped away at Britain’s strength through skirmishes and small attacks until the colonists won.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            FDR Settles the Great Debate

         

         Two major debates within the American war effort in the Pacific had far-reaching consequences. Each involved the same protagonists: Admiral Ernest King and General Douglas MacArthur. The first dispute involved which military service would control the Pacific war. Ranking naval officers, especially Chief of Naval Operations King, considered the attack on Pearl Harbor an affront to the US Navy and reasoned that the nation should allow the Navy to seek revenge by defeating the Japanese with only minor assistance from the other services.

         After reluctantly obeying a presidential order to evacuate the Philippine island of Corregidor before he fell into Japanese hands, one-time Army Chief of Staff MacArthur expected to take command of an Allied army forming in Australia. Discouraged by the absence of the promised forces, he nonetheless made a vow to the people of the Philippines that he would return to liberate them from the Japanese. As far as he was concerned, the region that included the large landmasses of Australia, New Guinea, and the Philippines was army territory.

         The Joint Chiefs of Staff settled the issue by assigning the South West Pacific Area that included the aforementioned island nations to MacArthur, and the southern Pacific and central Pacific, comprising several thousand islands, to the Navy under the command of Admiral Chester Nimitz.

         The pathway to the Japanese Home Islands initiated the second debate between the general and the admiral. MacArthur saw that path through the Philippines, while King and many of the officers of both services in Washington thought it best to bypass the Philippines and attack the island of Formosa (modern Taiwan) and the nearby Chinese coast. The American planners’ primary goal was to cut the Japanese logistical supply line running through the South China Sea from the oil- and rubber-rich territories it had conquered in the Dutch East Indies and the southern tip of Asia. Without the fuel and food supplies carried aboard hundreds of cargo ships plying this route, a resource-poor Japan could not maintain its war footing for an extended period. Virtually everything the Japanese needed to fight such a large-scale war had to be imported.

         Early recognition that seizing the Japanese Home Islands was imperative to forcing the empire’s surrender made invasion the second objective. A massive bombing campaign preceding this invasion would necessitate a large number of land bases for heavy bombers within flying distance of Japan itself. The Washington strategists could identify only three options for locating such large airfields. A recognized choice was along the coast of China near a port so the Navy could ferry supplies and men to the bases. Another less popular location was the island of Formosa, just 110 miles off the Chinese coast. The Japanese had occupied this former Chinese province since 1895 and intelligence reports indicated strong defenses were in place. Third, and least favored by Washington, was the Philippine island of Luzon. These three locations formed a triangle over the South China Sea within which the bulk of Japan’s supplies as well as reinforcement troops moved.

         For months, MacArthur argued against Formosa. He claimed the population, which included several hundred thousand Japanese as well as indigenous people, had been under Japanese control too long to offer the possibility of support for an Allied invasion. Besides, he said, to leave several hundred thousand Japanese soldiers, as well as hundreds of aircraft and ships, in the Philippines to harass the Allies from the rear was reckless. Among his points concerning what he saw as the foolhardiness of attacking Formosa or the China coast before capturing the Philippines was the lack of airfields from which land-based bombers could assault Formosa. There was only so much that carrier-based aircraft could accomplish; land-based heavy bombers would still be needed if the Formosa operation was to succeed. This argument won the support of Secretary of War Henry Stimson for MacArthur’s position that the Philippines, especially Luzon, had to be taken first.1

         China presented a different set of problems. Most of the larger ports along the Chinese and French Indochina coast were under Japanese control and it appeared they were moving against smaller ports as well, shutting down the entire coast to the Allies. Supplying and reinforcing existing Allied forces in China required air travel over the Himalayas and landing at air bases controlled by the Nationalist Chinese forces. The situation grew worse with reports from the US Army commander in China, Lieutenant General Joseph Stillwell, that enemy attacks against air bases had increased and were overwhelming the forces available to defend them. Soon there might be no Allied air bases in China.

         As opposition to MacArthur’s plan began to crumble under his relentless determination, King lost some important allies, most especially Admiral William F. Halsey, formerly theater commander of the South Pacific Area and currently commander of the Third Fleet, and Rear Admiral Robert B. “Mick” Carney, Halsey’s chief of staff. When President Roosevelt’s closest military adviser, Admiral William Leahy, indicated his support for the Philippines course and the Joint Chiefs of Staff was unable to settle the issue, FDR decided to get personally involved. In the middle of preparing for his campaign for reelection to an unprecedented fourth term, he sailed to Hawaii and met with Nimitz and MacArthur.

         
              

         

         ALTHOUGH MOST people expected Roosevelt to run, he delayed his public announcement until July 11, just eight days before the Democratic National Convention in Chicago. The president had been under pressure since the beginning of the year from party officials and even some people personally close to him to drop the current vice president from his reelection ticket. Their main concern, and Roosevelt understood this, was that his health issues might prevent him from serving out the full four years. They were horrified at the possibility of Henry Wallace becoming the next president. Perhaps the final straw was when loyal New Dealer Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes told the president that Wallace could cost him three million votes in the general election. In the end, Roosevelt decided on Missouri senator Harry Truman as running mate. Bypassing the convention and a potential battle over the vice presidential nomination, Roosevelt wrote a letter to the delegates leaving the choice of running mate up to them and boarded a train headed to the west coast.2

         The presidential train arrived in San Diego, far from the political infighting in Chicago, on July 20. While his train was at the naval base there, he observed some ten thousand Marines practice amphibious landings along the Pacific beaches and used the train’s special communications car to contact the convention and make his acceptance speech.

         At 9 p.m. on Friday, July 21, the presidential party boarded the heavy cruiser USS Baltimore. Shortly after midnight, Captain Walter C. Calhoun got underway in keeping with FDR’s request, based on an old sailor’s superstition about not starting a long voyage on a Friday. Six destroyers and a full complement of fighter aircraft accompanied the cruiser. Sailing under wartime conditions with its valuable cargo, the warship followed a zigzag course, maintained lights-out from sunset to sunrise, and ran lifeboat drills.3

         The peace of calm seas and delightful weather was broken briefly on July 23 when the cruiser received a message from Vice Admiral Robert L. Ghormley, the commander of the Hawaiian Sea Frontier, that a suspected enemy task force was two hundred miles north of Oahu. Further investigation revealed the sighting to be lights from a search plane reflecting off the water.4

         Despite efforts to keep the voyage secret, word spread of the president’s mission to Hawaii. Some people wondered if the passenger occupying the captain’s cabin was the president, and if so, why he was there. Was he seeking to enhance his credentials as a war-time leader before the election, with press photographs of himself with the general and the admiral? Or was this the commander in chief headed to settle a dispute over strategy in the Pacific war? Perhaps it was both. Either way, there would be sufficient photographs of the commander in chief and his two Pacific warlords.

         
              

         

         ADMIRAL KING was visiting Admiral Nimitz in Honolulu when they learned of the president’s impending arrival and his plans to meet Nimitz and MacArthur to the exclusion of him and the other Chiefs of Staff. King attributed the move as a political feat to show voters that FDR was in charge of the war effort.5

         Whether it was ill feeling over his exclusion from the conference, or the fact he recognized that Nimitz did not strongly support the idea of bypassing the Philippines, he harbored the resentment long after the war. In his 1952 autobiography, King titled the section dealing with the Honolulu conference, “President Roosevelt Intervenes in Pacific Strategy.” One can interpret this to mean the commander in chief of the Army and Navy had no right to interfere in war planning. When discussing the subject under debate, the Philippines or Formosa, King claims the Navy “favored a direct attack on Formosa without reference to the Philippine Islands.”6

         King was not entirely honest regarding the naval support for his view, especially concerning naval officers in the Pacific. Admiral Halsey tells of an encounter between King and Halsey’s chief of staff, Admiral Carney, over the Philippines vs. Formosa issue. When Carney expressed his opinion that capturing the Philippines was necessary, an angry King asked if Carney wanted to turn Manila into another London—the target of bombing and missile attacks. Carney replied that he wanted to make Luzon what England had become, the base for tens of thousands of Allied troops and hundreds of American aircraft and naval warships.7

         Perhaps seeking allies, King met with Fifth Fleet commander Admiral Raymond Spruance, who had performed so well at the battle for Midway. Spruance was of the opinion that Formosa could not be taken without first seizing Luzon and using Manila Bay as a fleet anchorage to support action against Formosa.8

         Before departing Pearl Harbor on July 22, King spent two days in meetings with Nimitz and Nimitz’s staff. Evidently reluctant to order Nimitz to support the Formosa option when he met with the president, probably because he could see that Nimitz was not in favor of bypassing the Philippines and Roosevelt would see through his presentation to MacArthur’s advantage, King tried persuasion. Nothing worked as Nimitz’s staff kept returning to the need to use Luzon and Manila Bay for future operations against any Japanese targets from Formosa to the Home Islands.9

         
              

         

         MEANWHILE, 4,700 miles to the southwest, General MacArthur was closely following the fighting between General Edwin Patrick’s 158th Regimental Combat Team and the 219th Infantry Regiment of the Imperial Army’s 35th Division on Noemfoor Island in Dutch New Guinea. He was also formulating his invasion of the Vogelkop Peninsula and the proposed conclusion of his campaign to liberate New Guinea. On July 6, he was surprised to receive an “eyes only” message from General Marshall. The Army chief of staff ordered his theater commander to arrange transport for himself to Honolulu, with an arrival there on July 26. Marshall emphasized the need for minimal knowledge of his planned departure or his destination.10

         MacArthur responded by requesting clarification, as he knew nothing concerning the reason for the order. Marshall insisted that no further clarification of the order was required and MacArthur would not need to bring staff officers with him. Finally, he hinted at the actual purpose of the meeting by telling MacArthur that while in Honolulu he could expect to see “Leahy, etc.”11 That was all the explanation MacArthur needed, for if President Roosevelt’s chief of staff, Admiral William Leahy, was going to be there, the general could be sure the commander in chief himself would be present. Marshall was of course loath to mention Roosevelt’s travel plans, fearing Japanese listening posts might pick up the message. The last thing he wanted to do was make the enemy aware that Roosevelt was going to visit Hawaii.

         The month previously, MacArthur requested that Marshall invite him to Washington so he could personally explain his position on the Luzon vs. Formosa debate to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the president himself. Now FDR was doing him one better. As an alternative for an invitation to Washington, the president was going to meet MacArthur halfway. Instead of exhibiting his pleasure over the plans, the general grumbled over having to leave his theater of war for what he suspected was a political picture-taking “junket” by FDR. Supporting this view was the fact this was the first time Roosevelt traveled outside the United States without the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

         MacArthur confided in his personal pilot, Captain Weldon “Dusty” Rhoades, that they would soon be flying to Hawaii and wanted to know if his usual aircraft, a B-17 with Bataan I painted on its nose, could make the flight. Rhoades demurred and received permission to requisition a C-54 passenger plane from Pan American Airways instead.

         MacArthur’s aircraft took off from the US Army Air Forces base at Amberley Field west of Brisbane in Queensland, at 8:15 in the morning on July 26. Across the international dateline it was still July 25 in Hawaii. In addition to Rhoades and the Pan American crew assigned to the aircraft, accompanying the general was Brigadier General Bonner Fellers, MacArthur’s military secretary; Colonel David Chambers, MD; and Lieutenant Colonel Lloyd “Larry” Lehrbas, the general’s press aide. Rhoades had several rows of seats removed from the plane to make room for a cot in case the general wanted to nap. He suspected the general would not use it, as he knew MacArthur was a pacer when he was deep in thought. MacArthur would be priming for his meeting with the president to discuss the future of the war and his personal pledge to the Filipino people. Not knowing what to expect in Honolulu, MacArthur brought along no maps, no staff reports, nothing that he might require to make his case to the president.

         Four and a half hours later, they landed for a fueling stop at Tontouta Naval Base on New Caledonia. Rhoades reported that when MacArthur stepped down from the plane onto the ground he paused and told his pilot this was the first time since the war began that he was standing on ground over which he was not military commander (New Caledonia was part of the Navy’s South Pacific Area). Their plane landed again for more fuel at the US Navy–built airfield on Canton Island, a tiny coral atoll located 1,900 miles southwest of Hawaii. At the time, 1,124 American combat and support troops of the Canton Defense Command led by Colonel Herbert D. Gibson occupied the island. If anyone aboard the aircraft was looking down from one of the windows, they would have seen the one interesting feature about the bare island, the sight of the 21,000-ton cargo/passenger ship SS President Taylor grounded on a coral reef by a typhoon shortly after US troops disembarked on February 14, 1942. Despite the Navy’s salvage efforts the ship remained there until the mid-1950s.12

         MacArthur’s plane approached the Hawaiian Islands at two o’clock in the afternoon of July 26. According to Rhoades, the general had not slept for the entire thirty-six-hour trip. He spent most of his time pacing the aisle in deep thought. Filling the sky over Pearl Harbor were American warplanes as they waited for the president’s ship to arrive. The C-54 landed, as planned, at the army airbase at Hickam Field. An army car was waiting to take MacArthur the twelve miles to Fort Shafter and the home of his old friend Lieutenant General Robert Richardson. General Richardson was military governor of Hawaii and commanding general of all US Army troops in the south and central Pacific Ocean theaters. When Richardson learned of MacArthur’s pending visit, he invited him to stay in his quarters.

         Some critics of General MacArthur take issue with him taking the time to shave and bathe at Richardson’s home before proceeding to see the president. However, one historian explains why by describing his condition following the long flight as “unshaven, unwashed, rumpled, and sleepless.”13

         
              

         

         SHORTLY BEFORE MacArthur’s plane landed, the Baltimore halted at the entrance to Pearl Harbor beneath the coastal artillery batteries of Fort Kamehameha to take a pilot aboard before entering the harbor. Admiral Nimitz and General Richardson came aboard also, having ridden out on the pilot’s boat. A ship’s officer took them directly to the captain’s cabin where Roosevelt and Leahy welcomed them. The ship, now flying the presidential flag, then eased into the harbor and docked alongside Pier 22-B. It was quickly obvious to everyone aboard the cruiser that the president’s visit was no longer a secret. Thousands of sailors and civilians, screaming the president’s name and waving wildly, occupied every ship rail and foot of dry land. It was virtually a sea of white since Nimitz’s headquarters had ordered all naval personnel to wear dress whites for the day.14

         Admiral Leahy described the scene that greeted the president’s ship as having little evidence of the destruction wrought by the Japanese on December 7, 1941. He said Pearl Harbor was “jammed with ships of all kinds,” other than warships, which were thousands of miles away fighting the enemy. Pearl Harbor, he wrote, was a “vast, twenty-four-hour-a-day operation of reinforcement and supply.”15

         Once the ship was tied up and the gangway lowered, a procession of several dozen Navy admirals and Army and Marine Corps generals, all in their full dress uniforms, boarded the cruiser to meet their commander in chief. Nimitz introduced each officer to Roosevelt, who chatted briefly and amiably with them. With the introductions accomplished and most of the officers returned ashore, Roosevelt turned to Nimitz and asked where General MacArthur was. Before the admiral could respond, the air was filled with the shrill sound of police sirens approaching the pier. Thousands of cheers followed this as the crowd caught sight of the police motorcycle escorts speeding toward the ship followed by a long open car driven by a soldier in uniform. Sitting in the rear seat was General MacArthur dressed in a clean pressed khaki uniform wearing the leather flight jacket General Kenney had given him, and his trademark crushed Filipino field marshal’s cap with its gold scrambled eggs on the visor. He smiled and waved to the cheering throng as his car neared the gangway.

         When the vehicle, which FDR’s speechwriter Samuel Rosenman described as the longest open car he had ever seen, came to a stop, MacArthur stepped out and strode purposely toward the gangway. Dashing halfway up the passageway, he stopped to turn and acknowledge the renewed cheers of the soldiers, sailors, and civilians with a snappy salute and a broad smile, then continued up to the deck, which he also saluted as is customary.

         The president, who appreciated the theatrics of a grand entrance himself, accepted MacArthur’s salute. Reaching his hand out with a broad smile that only Roosevelt could have for the man he once described in 1932 as one of the two most dangerous men in America, he said warmly, “Hello, Doug.”16

         Admiral Leahy, who was a friend of MacArthur’s of many years, jokingly asked him why he was not dressed appropriately for meeting the president, referring to the khakis and especially the nonregulation leather pilot’s jacket. MacArthur replied by pointing to the skies and explaining, “It’s cold up there in the sky.” He made no mention of the fact he had landed an hour before the cruiser docked, and had taken the time to shave, bathe, and relax a few minutes before heading to the ship.17

         The president, Admiral Nimitz, and General MacArthur chatted a few minutes then sat side by side in chairs on the deck for the press photographers. Although this reinforced MacArthur’s comment about this meeting being a photo junket for Roosevelt’s reelection, a film taken at the time shows the two of them talking amicably and even smiling. The contrast between the rather serious looking admiral in his immaculate white dress uniform and MacArthur in his khakis and leather jacket was stunning. When the photographs were finished, it was already 5 p.m., so the presidential party departed for the cream-colored, three-story Waikiki Beach mansion with an elevator loaned for FDR’s use. Admiral Nimitz headed to his residence and MacArthur and Richardson left for Fort Shafter.18

         Once in Richardson’s quarters, MacArthur, pacing back and forth, resumed his complaining about having to leave his war front to sit for pictures with a president who was running for reelection. Finally, he said Roosevelt’s physical appearance shocked him. He had not seen the president in seven years, when he was robust and full of vigor. Now, what he saw was a man grown so frail and thin his clothes hung on him. What MacArthur could not know at the time was that the president would suffer from a fatal stroke in nine months.19

         Prior to his departure from Honolulu, Admiral King wrote a letter to General MacArthur with instructions that it be hand delivered to the general on his arrival. King related that during a June 1944 meeting in London of the American and British military chiefs, the British suggested that once MacArthur moved to the Philippines, British forces would assume responsibility for Australia and the oil-rich Dutch East Indies. They even presumptuously proposed the appointment of Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten as commander of the South West Pacific Area (SWPA). A favorite of Winston Churchill, Mountbatten was Supreme Allied Commander of the South East Asia Command (SEAC). This was primarily a British war theater that included the British colonies of India, Burma, Ceylon, and Malaya. It was obvious the British Empire was attempting to reestablish itself in the region under MacArthur’s control.20

         Incensed that the British were attempting to muscle in on his territory, MacArthur responded to King, with a copy to Marshall, that he was “completely opposed” to the idea. He pointed out that all the nations fighting Japan had agreed that the SWPA forces would fight under American leadership. Now that, as he put it, “we are about to win,” he could see no reason the British should supplant the American command structure and “reap the benefits of the peace.” He said British naval units fighting under the current command structure would be welcome. In addition, he called attention to the fact that both the Australians and the Dutch opposed the British interference. MacArthur did not explain how he knew his allies agreed with him, but it is likely both recipients of his response concurred.21

         At 10:30 the following morning, July 27, Admiral Nimitz and General MacArthur, the latter now wearing a regulation summer-weight army jacket, arrived as planned at the president’s residence. He had invited them to join him on an extensive tour of various military installations on the island. General Richardson had arranged a crowded schedule of sights for the party to visit. Since Roosevelt preferred an open car so he could wave at the crowds and be seen by them, Richardson had limited choices of vehicles available. The one that seemed to offer the passengers the most comfort was a large black convertible. However, it belonged to the madam of the best-known brothel on the island and was easily recognizable. Richardson and Nimitz thought it would be unseemly for the president to be riding around Honolulu in the madam’s car, so they decided on the much smaller convertible belonging to the city fire chief.

         The president, the general, and the admiral sat in the rear seat that was likely designed for two people. MacArthur sat in the middle, with Roosevelt on his right and Nimitz on his left. In a number of photographs taken that day, it is obvious that Nimitz is sitting at an uncomfortable angle. During the daylong driving tour, Admiral Nimitz must have realized his disadvantage in the upcoming conference as his two seat mates referred to each other as “Douglas” and “Franklin,” and enjoyed reminiscing about the prewar days in Washington. At one point, MacArthur asked the president what he thought of the Republican candidate Governor Dewey’s chances against him in the upcoming election. Roosevelt responded that he had been too busy with war issues to think about politics, to which the two men with politics in their DNA enjoyed a hearty laugh.22

         At 4:30, the tour concluded and the party, joined by Admiral “Bull” Halsey, sat down for dinner at the president’s temporary residence. Halsey left after dinner and Roosevelt, Leahy, Nimitz, and MacArthur retired to the home’s spacious living room where the conference was to take place. MacArthur entered a room that looked more like a map room at the White House. The Navy set up several large maps and other paraphernalia to allow Nimitz to make the Navy’s case for bypassing Luzon. As for MacArthur, he had nothing but self-confidence concerning the Philippines and how he planned to make it happen.

         This was the only presidential wartime conference for which there were no minutes. To learn what transpired we rely on the memories of the participants and those around them. They are not always in full agreement. The president started things off when he rolled his wheelchair forward, picked up a long bamboo pointer, and gently slapped it against the large map mounted on an easel in front of their chairs. “Well, Douglas,” he said, “where do we go from here?” He was pointing at the southern Philippine island of Mindanao, which all parties agreed required capture before making any progress toward Luzon or Formosa. MacArthur quickly answered, “Leyte, Mr. President, and then Luzon.”23

         The meeting lasted until midnight and then resumed the following morning until they broke for lunch. Admiral Nimitz presented the Navy’s view on plans to conquer Japan. The handicap for the admiral was that he was essentially presenting Admiral King’s position, something he himself had been gradually pulling away from. He also had the knowledge that most if not all the Navy’s ranking officers in the Pacific disagreed with King and backed moving against Luzon instead. He explained to the president that the Navy supported the idea of MacArthur invading and occupying Mindanao but not the central or northern Philippines. The large southern island could provide airfields and harbors for the invasion of Formosa, and had tremendous strategic value in blocking the flow of oil, rubber, and other critical materials from the East Indies to Japan. Once in American hands, the island would provide air bases from which the new B-29 bombers could attack Japanese armies in China and reach the Japanese Home Islands themselves.24

         MacArthur disagreed, claiming it would be dangerous to leave over two hundred thousand enemy combat troops and hundreds of warplanes, including heavy bombers, on Luzon behind the advancing navy. In any event, the population on Formosa had been under Japanese control since the last century and was unlikely to welcome an American invasion. The population of the Philippines did however identify themselves as American, and for the most part had spent the last few years fighting guerrilla wars against their common enemy. MacArthur knew this because he remained in touch with various American and Filipino guerrilla leaders who commanded tens of thousands of fighters who actually controlled large portions of the nation.

         MacArthur discussed the strategic value of controlling the airfields on Luzon and the naval facilities in Manila Bay. He then targeted the politician in Roosevelt when he told him the American people would condemn him for abandoning seventeen million Filipino Christians and thousands of American POWs just to capture Formosa so he could turn it over to the Chinese. He contradicted a comment Nimitz made about American airfields on Mindanao being able to “neutralize” Japanese airbases on Luzon. To accomplish this, he said, American forces would have to occupy and build bases on Leyte and Mindoro, both closer to Luzon. From there, MacArthur claimed his forces could be in Manila in five weeks from the day they landed on the beaches of Luzon’s Lingayen Gulf.25

         The president asked MacArthur about talk in Washington that liberating Luzon from the Japanese would require “heavier losses than we can stand.”26 The general responded that his losses would not be any heavier than his forces had been experiencing in New Guinea. He then told the president that modern infantry weapons made frontal assaults so deadly only mediocre commanders used the tactic. He implied he was not one of those commanders.

         Writing about the conference, Admiral Leahy expressed surprise at how peaceful and friendly the discussions were. Each man presented his case for how to go forward to the best of his ability, and there was no acrimony between them despite rumors in Washington to the contrary. In his view, the meetings ended with only a “relatively minor difference”; what kind of an operation was required to retake the city of Manila. Leahy was convinced that MacArthur and Nimitz working together were “the two best qualified officers” to bring the war to an end with the surrender of Japan. Nimitz told Roosevelt he would give MacArthur all the naval support and transportation he needed. Neither man asked for anything they did not already have or have access to and pledged they would work together in full agreement. The president’s chief of staff left the conference convinced they could force Japan to surrender without the need to invade the Home Islands, something everyone dreaded.27

         The conference ended at noon, and they drove to Admiral Nimitz’s residence at the Pearl Harbor Navy Base for lunch. After the meal, MacArthur gave a brief speech in which he told Roosevelt that he and Admiral Nimitz saw eye to eye on the next steps for victory and they “understand each other perfectly.” With farewells said all around, the SWPA commander took a waiting car to Hickam Field where his aircraft was waiting to take him home to Brisbane.28

         Major Rhoades met him at the field and asked if the general had gotten all he wanted, to which MacArthur responded, “Yes, we are going to the Philippines.” He warned the pilot to keep this quiet, as there would be no announcement for at least several days.29

         The following day, July 29, the president toured Hickam Field and watched as wounded men were unloaded from planes returning from Guam. He gave a brief press conference during which he was asked about General MacArthur’s “I shall return” pledge and if it was about to happen. Not wanting to give anything away to the enemy, his only comment was, “We are going to get the Philippines back, and without question General MacArthur will take a part in it.”30

         By now, almost everyone understood the need to take Luzon before Formosa. Before the conference was finished, Nimitz already realized that MacArthur had won the argument. Even he was gradually coming to understand the value of taking Luzon before an attempt on Formosa or even Okinawa. Years later he told an interviewer he did not know if the president was moved by MacArthur’s strategic arguments or the moral humanitarian arguments or if Roosevelt had decided to accede to the wishes of the extremely popular Republican general to avoid an embarrassing situation just before the election.31

         Late that day the president’s party reboarded the Baltimore and headed for Alaskan waters for an inspection tour of military facilities. By August 12, Roosevelt arrived at the Puget Sound Navy Yard in Bremerton, Washington, where he addressed a large assembly of navy personnel and navy yard workers. His speech was broadcast across the country. He recounted his cruise and arrival in Honolulu and his meeting with “my old friend General Douglas MacArthur,” to discuss the “best methods of conducting the Pacific campaign.” The meaning was indisputable; here was the wartime commander in chief, meeting with his popular warrior general to discuss their plans for victory.32

         Although he had not clearly said so, it was becoming apparent that Roosevelt was favoring the Luzon invasion over Formosa. Admiral Leahy, who had started out supporting Admiral King’s plan, converted before the end of the conference. One of the few people not happy with the president leaning toward Luzon was Admiral King. He blamed Nimitz for his failure to win Roosevelt’s support for Formosa. He claimed Nimitz had “let me down” because he was a “trimmer,” meaning Nimitz was too quick to compromise.33

         For his part, Roosevelt evidently wanted to shore up his relationship with MacArthur. He remained concerned that the popular general might create a political problem before the election. While still traveling back to Washington, he wrote a “Dear Douglas” letter committing to “push on that plan for I am convinced that as a whole it is logical and can be done.” We can easily assume that the “plan” was MacArthur’s strategy for liberating Manila, although in true Roosevelt manner he does not come right out and say so. He closed the letter by predicting there will someday be a flag raising in Manila, “and without question I want you to do it.”34

         MacArthur soon replied that in his vision, Roosevelt, as commander in chief, should be the official to preside over the flag-raising ceremony in Manila.35

         It appeared that the two old adversaries, who earlier in their careers genuinely disliked each other, had put the past behind them. The general, who returned to Brisbane and informed his staff to begin planning the return to the Philippines, and the president, who had been able to demonstrate to the voters that he truly was the commander in chief of the Army and Navy, had clearly come to terms. Some historians suspect there was an unwritten and perhaps unspoken agreement between the two that gave MacArthur what he wanted and he in turn would not speak ill of the Roosevelt administration, but the evidence for that is scanty.

         Although President Roosevelt signaled that he tended to agree with MacArthur’s plan for Luzon, he decided to leave the final decision to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He relied on Admiral Leahy to report to the chiefs concerning the conference to which none of them were invited. Writing about their meeting, Leahy said the men were surprised to learn that Nimitz and MacArthur claimed they had no disagreements at the time, and they could work out their plans “in harmony.”36

         Instead of being able to make a recommendation to the president concerning Luzon or Formosa, the chiefs continued to debate the issue. General Marshall, who had earlier leaned toward Formosa, was now firmly in MacArthur’s camp. Admiral King continued to insist on his Formosa plan, but perhaps reading the tea leaves and understanding the president’s preference, said he would be willing to support Luzon if the invasion of Formosa would follow closely behind. To King’s dismay, Marshall was beginning to wonder if an invasion of Formosa was even necessary, or if it could be bypassed and isolated. In a move of obvious desperation for their proposal, navy planners suggested occupying a portion of Formosa. Few, even in the Navy, took this seriously.37

         Still unable to make a decision, the chiefs devised a timetable for MacArthur’s forces entering the Philippines. The basics were that SWPA forces, with assistance from Admiral Halsey’s Third Fleet, would invade southern Mindanao on November 15, 1944, and northwestern Mindanao on December 7. Next, on December 20, MacArthur’s forces were to invade the central Philippine island of Leyte by way of Leyte Gulf. Demonstrating their continued inability to make a final recommendation, the chiefs instructed the combined SWPA and Central Pacific Forces to prepare to land on Luzon on February 20, 1945, or Formosa on March 1. They handed the final decision to the president.38

         Then on September 12, everything changed.
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