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      I have to live with myself and so,

      I want to be fit for myself to know.

      I want to be able as days go by,

      To look myself straight in the eye.

      I don’t want to stand with the setting sun,

      And hate myself for the things I’ve done.

      I never can hide myself from me,

      I see what others never see,

      I know what others may never know.

      I never can fool myself and so,

      Whatever happens I want to be,

      Self respecting and Conscience free.

    

    Prayer Meeting, Stalag IX B,

    Bad Orb, March 21, 1945.

  


  
    

    INTRODUCTION
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    When German tanks rumbled across Poland’s border in September 1939, signaling the beginning of World War II, millions of people worldwide would not know that their lives would be changed forever. The impact this war had on humanity is unrivaled in history. To tell the stories of just a handful of those millions who endured the rigors the war doled out is to demonstrate just how immense it was—so immense in fact, that while there are more books accounting this war than any other, they will record only a small fraction of the stories.

    This book was written to chronicle just a few of those lives, from a unique perspective. The experience of incarceration is brutal and demoralizing in its own right; it is so common during wartime that despite more than twenty years of peace, ex-POW organizations are still thriving in this country.

    But the experiences in POW camps vary as much as the personalities of the people captured. This book attempts to capture a snapshot of four men and one woman who were held during and following the war for the real or imagined threat they posed to the other side.

    The stories here follow the experiences of a young American soldier captured by the Japanese in Bataan, a middle-aged British professor incarcerated by the Japanese in Shanghai, a thirty-year-old American journalist captured by Germans during the infamous Battle of the Bulge, a German boy captured by the Americans as he tried to flee the war with his friends, and a German girl arrested by the Russians for alleged spy activity against them when the Cold War took over where World War II had left off.

    The stories speak for themselves and, as the author I hoped to impose neither judgment nor moral. Instead, the reader can determine those as the many similarities and striking contrasts in these five characters come to light. All, I believe, merit both sympathy and admiration, if for no reason other than their ability to survive by using innovation in a world that forbade it.

    • • •

    Oscar Smith, who joined the military after he finished high school, was captured at the age of twenty. With his friends, who also proved to be at times his worst enemies, he managed to survive what has been described as the most brutal prisoner experience for American military men. He used his talents with radio repair to secure himself a job in the Japanese camps, and then his guile, his recklessness, and his sense of humor to torment his captors. Whether he was running away with the Japanese military truck in the Philippine jungles, selling aspirin to Japanese soldiers stricken with venereal disease (pawning it off as sulfa), or stealing food from sacred Japanese graves, he proved that some prisoners could not be controlled and that no amount of degradation could harness his spirit.

    Robert Salmon, a British biochemist teaching at a medical school in Shanghai, was captured and incarcerated in Shanghai. There his enemies were hunger and boredom, and he tackled both with the professorial style he had practiced for twenty years. Unlike the American soldiers, this group of political prisoners was treated with enough civility to create a shocking contrast with the story of Oscar Smith. This compound soon became a civilized community, and Salmon took over the monitoring of nutrition for fellow prisoners. He helped to establish a complex network of adult courses in a prison populated by everything from lawyers and judges to drunken bums.

    In Europe, Edward Uzemack was captured in his hiding place in the cellar of a Luxembourg inn. He was taken to a Stalag, where the Americans held there organized themselves and established an escape committee, which dictated when prisoners could “bust out.” Uzemack was a reporter, and he soon went to work, in his uniquely personable style, coaxing up contacts and producing a daily newspaper that plotted the course of Patton’s First Army as it made its way toward the camp. When the Americans finally arrived to release these men, they found hungry but well-informed prisoners awaiting them.

    German born Hermann Pfrengle was sent to war at the age of fifteen and did his best to hold his own with two weeks of training. After their release by the commander, Pfrengle found himself and his friends fleeing the German SS and Russians while hoping for capture by the Americans, rumored to be kinder to their prisoners. At the same time, the boys, all younger than he, depended on him to deliver them to safety. Pfrengle managed a surrender to the Americans, but soon discovered that they were not the generous people he had hoped. In this story he offers American readers a personal and often painful glimpse of the way the Americans treated some of our own prisoners when the war ended. Here starvation was the rule as German provisions dwindled. Pfrengle managed to help his friends by appealing to the sympathy of guards for “KP” duty, where they feasted on potato peelings, and eventually to try to convince his captors to release the boys.

    When the war ended, for many Europeans the fallout would be deadly. Helga Wunsch was finishing high school when the Russians learned that some of her school chums were operating a crude spy organization in eastern Germany, now occupied by the vengeful Russians. She found herself implicated and, in a hasty military trial, was sentenced to twenty-five years. She then took an eight-year journey through the concentration camps that had not long before housed Jewish inmates, and eventually to the infamous East German prison at Hoheneck. Wunsch was a survivor who used a needle to squeeze out blood for a letter home and who unraveled her own sweater to reknit it with strands of cloth from her mattress to survive the cold winters. While many of her friends died, Helga lived to be released with the purchase of her freedom by West Germany.

    All the characters relocated to the United States following their experiences. Each provided me with his or her account, and I have tried, in turn, to tell the story as they did, maintaining not only the veracity but the point of view that varies so much among them.

    When telling a story of those incarcerated during World War II, one almost immediately thinks of the European Jews who lost at least six million of their people through the camps that housed them. Their story, so immense, requires a forum of its own and for that reason is not told in this book. Instead, these accounts represent the history of five people who later expressed varying degrees of bitterness over what happened and perceived a heroic desire to put their experiences behind them. Now they have cooperated in allowing the world a glimpse at how a few people used guile, pride, stubbornness, and every available resource to survive while in “enemy hands.”

    Despite the wide variations in their stories, a theme among the characters rises to the surface. Each had a talent that he or she brought along, and each used that talent to survive. It is no coincidence that these characters are the ones who lived to tell their stories. Experiences told by survivors tell us not only about the horrors of captivity but also about human nature and what sets the survivors apart from those less fortunate. Much was luck; the rest was stubbornness, craftiness, and just plain intelligence.

    Each person left the camps to continue a productive life. Now we may use their stories to understand not only the nature of war and captivity, but the human spirit as well.

  


  
    

    PROLOGUE
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    After Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941, America officially joined World War II, sending troops to the Pacific and Europe to protect Allied countries. (This infamous invasion came one day later for those living in the Pacific and its later time zone.) Among those points of interest for the Japanese were the Philippines, a series of islands that included Bataan, an American outpost. About eighty thousand U.S. troops were stationed there as Japan launched its aggression against its Pacific neighbors. First Japan took Singapore, Manila, Wake, and Guam. After fighting off the initial Japanese attacks in Bataan, American troops retreated to their rear battle position running across the peninsula from Bagac to Orion in late January 1942. This move marked the beginning of a two-month-long stalemate, accentuated by disease and malnutrition despite large quantities of ammunition, fuel, and food supplies stockpiled by American forces. American troops were placed on half rations and then third rations. Ammunition, some of it dating from World War I, was in short supply and outmoded.

    On March 12, General Douglas MacArthur, whom President Roose velt had named commander of Allied forces in the Pacific Theater, was taken out by torpedo boat to Australia, flown from his headquarters on Corregidor, and replaced by Lieutenant General Jonathan Wainwright.

    By April 7, the reinforced Japanese had penetrated four miles into Allied territory, then claimed victory with the April 9 surrender. More than seventy thousand Filipino and American soldiers were forced to walk the sixty-five-mile distance from Mariveles north to San Fernando, where the Japanese prepared to house them.

    It was this parade around the peninsula that became known as the Bataan Death March. Of the ten thousand American servicemen who embarked on the long march, fewer than eight thousand of them sur -vived the jungle trails, only to arrive at a prison camp—Camp O’Donnell. Oscar Smith was one of them.

    At the same time, Robert Salmon of Shanghai was under house arrest. Tensions in China were growing as the Japanese took control of the international sector of the port city of Shanghai, which was governed equally by Americans, British, and Japanese. With the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese officially took charge of the international section of the Chinese city and marked all westerners as “the enemy.” In Jan -uary 1943 the Japanese arrested Salmon along with thousands of other civilians, and sent him to one of Japan’s many overcrowded camps.

    While Salmon and Smith were housed in Asian prisons, journalist Edward Uzemack was covering the war for the Chicago Times . It was not until 1944 that he was drafted to join thousands of men to replace troops lost in the heavy fighting in Normandy, France. There Uzemack joined in the infamous Battle of the Bulge in the winter of 1944. By December of that year, six armies had joined with the British for an allout attack on the German Siegfried Line. It was expected to be another in a series of successful thrusts proving Allied dominance, but instead the Germans retaliated. Under Commander Marshal Rudolph von Rundstedt, the Germans attacked in the Ardennes region of Belgium, forcing their way into the Allied lines. The initial key to the German strategy was to capture the small Belgian town of St. Vith in two days. This town was a major crossroad in the Ardennes and the headquarters for the 106th Infantry Division. The defense of St. Vith for eight days proved to be the eventual catalyst for German failure, but the eight days of fighting resulted in more than fifteen thousand Americans killed, wounded, or captured. To the south, in Luxembourg, the German 2nd Panzer Division was making its drive toward Bastogne by crossing the Clervaux River in the village of Clervaux. During the night and the following day, German tanks rumbled through the villages along the Our River toward Clervaux, past the small inn where Uzemack and his company men were hiding.

    By spring of 1945, however, Germany was being pounded by Allied bombers and one after another of its historic cities were being reduced to rubble. German forces fought on to protect the Fatherland, using young soldiers side by side with their elders. Hermann Pfrengle, at the age of fifteen, was among those thrown into Hitler’s last-ditch effort to save Germany. By the time Pfrengle was captured in Sudetenland, the United States, France, and Great Britain were storming into Germany, and Russia was taking its own share in the east. More than two million Germans lost their lives during the course of the massive exodus that followed the fall of Germany. Germans were forcibly displaced from their homes, including in Bohemian Sudetenland, Czechoslovakia, where a German family housed Pfrengle and his comrades for the night.

    According to German statistics, 17,700,000 German people were displaced, and 1,100,000 died. Pfrengle may have made the right decision in surrendering to Americans. The Czechs immediately after the war set up internment camps for Germans awaiting expulsion from the Sudetenland or deportation to forced labor in the Czech interior during the summer of 1945. Former Jewish inmate H. G. Adler reported afterward that most in the camp were children and juveniles, locked up only because they were Germans. Over eleven million German soldiers were held behind barbed wire from American and Canadian barracks to the slave camps in Siberia and Central Asia.

    When the Russians swept across eastern Germany, there was, at first, no talk of imposing a communist government on Soviet-occupied Germany. Soon, however, the KPD (German Communist Party) and the SPD (German Socialist Party) were inaugurated as the new political parties. Western intelligence units like the U.S. Army Counterintelligence Corps turned their focus from the pursuit of Nazi fugitives to covert operations against Soviet intelligence maneuvers in occupied East Germany. Helga Wunsch’s classmates joined this American effort to follow the movement of the Soviets. The growing hostility between the communists and the anticommunist Western influence led to thousands of arrests for minor and, in many cases, trumped-up charges. Helga Wunsch was swept up in this massive crackdown on “subversives.” By the time she was released, the results of World War II had firmly supplanted themselves in Germany. World War II passed the baton to the Cold War.

  


  
    

    PART ONE
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    Radios in Bataan

    
      

      

    

    Oscar Smith dedicates this story to his children

    Barbara Jean Pearce and William David Smith.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1
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    Smitty looked into the shriveled face of a dead American soldier. With blue eyes open, the face stared blankly at the gray sky, looking peaceful despite the suffering that skin stretched over jutting bones suggested. The only difference between them now, Smitty thought, was that for him the suffering hadn’t ended.

    Two days ago they could have been friends; today he was carrying the man’s body to a mass grave. Smitty, a Japanese POW for three days, had pulled burial detail.

    The body was naked and Smitty wanted to protect it from the pelting tropical rain, but there wasn’t enough clothing for the prisoners who survived, let alone for the dead. Instead, in an effort toward respect, he trained his eyes upward through needles of rain at the blurring line of litters strung out before him.

    Smitty was one of fifty thousand sick and starving American and Filipino prisoners destined for prison camp after the surrender of Bataan. It was the final defeat after four hungry months of fruitless resistance to the Japanese onslaught.

    He had been here for three long days, and he wondered how much longer it would be before American troops would land in the Philippines to rescue them.

    “Kuds! Kuds!” A Japanese guard barked behind him.

    The command seemed to mean everything from “stupid” to “hurry up,” and it was accompanied by a blow between Smitty’s shoulder blades. The prisoner staggered but held tightly to the bamboo poles he carried over his shoulders to support the rear half of the litter. He gulped in a mouthful of air and rain as the mire beneath his bare feet threatened to slide out from under him.

    At the front end of the litter, Smitty’s fellow prisoner and ally, Revere Matthias, waited a few seconds until the guard had walked ahead a dozen yards, then cautiously looked back over his shoulder.

    “You okay, Smitty?” he asked.

    “Yeah. The dirty, slant-eyed bastard!”

    It was the first time a Japanese soldier had touched him at Camp O’Donnell. Smitty’s short, hunger-thin legs trembled while his red hair prickled against the back of his neck.

    Nearly one hundred bodies had been stacked like cordwood outside the prison barracks that morning, destined for a burial ground that amounted to a gully, about three-quarters of a mile from the prison compound, into which water drained from the lower end of a sloping field of coarse, foot-high grass. The prisoners wore an oozing, black path of mud through the field. By tomorrow, it would be a quagmire.

    Smitty and Matthias were near the end of the long line. Their faltering steps slowed as the first litter bearers began maneuvering down the slippery sides of the gully. Hardly moving, Smitty was aware again that he was staring into the face of the corpse stretched out before him. Long, blond hair was pasted down over the pale forehead by the rain. The sunken cheeks and bony chin reminded Smitty of the pasteboard skeletons in store windows back home at Halloween.

    For an instant, Smitty imagined the corpse’s head had turned, just barely enough to be perceptible, but he knew it had to be the rolling motion of the litter.

    A moment later it moved again, jerking stiffly in the blanket as the eyelids rolled open.

    “My God!” Smitty screamed and dropped his end of the litter, sending the body tumbling face down into the mud. Ahead of them a startled guard whirled and rushed at them as if they had dropped the body intentionally. His right arm flashed out from beneath his dark green poncho, striking Matthias’s face before he could turn around to find out what had happened. The tall prisoner lay sprawled in the wet grass beside the mud path.

    “He moved!” Smitty’s voice was shrill as his quivering hand pointed toward what had been a corpse. “He’s still alive.”

    Matthias struggled to get up, holding his nose as blood trickled out between his fingers. The body let out a whimpering moan and rolled over on its side, revealing a face covered with mud. Then the eyes closed again.

    The guard let out a screech and spun away from the live skeleton at his feet. As he lurched back, two other guards came forward and became tangled in the confusion. All three shouted furiously in Japanese.

    Other prisoners in the rear, halted by the commotion, put down their blanket litters; a few ventured close to see what was happening. Smitty recognized one of them, an older soldier in his forties, with only a fringe of hair spanning his bald head. He was a medic who helped the few American doctors back at the camp.

    Looking at the guards, Smitty hesitated. There they stood in the rain jabbering excitedly. One of them held his bayonet pointed toward the body.

    “Look,” Smitty said turning to the medic. “We’ve got to do something. He’s still alive, but they’re liable to kill him. They don’t know what to do.’’

    The medic cast a questioning glance at the Japanese soldiers kneeling beside the now prone figure. He put his ear to the man’s chest, listened for a few moments, then looked up. “His heart’s still beating, but it’s awful weak,” he said. “We gotta get him back to one of the doctors right away.”

    Meanwhile, the guard in charge of the detail had silenced the others and stood watching the medic. He spoke in Japanese, pointing to the dying man and then back toward camp. The medic and his litter partner placed the still-living figure on the blanket and, with one of the guards, headed back along the muddy path to camp.

    Smitty still stood in the same spot where he had been when he dropped the litter. As the guards began to reassemble the prisoners, one of them shoved Matthias and him toward the corpse left behind by the two who had returned to camp. A small pool of water had gathered around the body and it splashed as they picked up the litter. They fell into line and again headed toward the burial ground.

    They picked their way awkwardly over the naked bodies that had been placed in rows on the ground, looking for a spot to deposit their burden in the flooding ravine. In some places water dammed up an inch or more against the bodies.

    “Over here,” Matthias instructed, heading for a spot where a slight projection jutted out above the level of the water draining from the field above. They lowered the body to the ground, then turned to begin digging the graves.

    Other prisoners already were busy with shovels excavating large, shallow holes and burying the Americans in common, unmarked graves about twenty-by-twenty feet large and no more than four feet deep. Each time a shovelful of earth was dug, the hole would fill almost immediately with water. Soon Smitty couldn’t tell where the grave had been.

    The guards, posted on the banks above, and soaked with rain, began to fidget. One of them called out the shrill order: “No more dig! No more dig!”

    The prisoners stopped their work and looked up. The guard jabbed his right thumb down toward the ground, indicating they were to start placing the bodies in the graves. The prisoners began carrying the bodies to the holes and sinking their dead comrades beneath the water.

    First, one body floated to the top of the grave where Smitty and Matthias worked, and then another bobbed to the surface, face upward, its eyes open, staring wildly. A young soldier standing across from Smitty lowered his head and vomited into the open pit.

    Over the sounds of the splashing came the irritating singsong of the guards joking atop the bank. One laughed and the rest joined in.

    “Dear God in heaven,” a voice sobbed among the prisoners, while the men, some crying openly, lifted body after body into the graves.

    The prisoners picked up the shovels again and while some held down the bodies with the handle ends, they began covering the graves.

    No chaplains were present, so the men were committed to the soggy ground without ceremony. Matthias brushed the perspiration mixed with rain from his eyes. “Somebody ought to say a prayer or something,” he offered.

    “I guess so,” said Smitty looking around at the others. They milled about waiting for a command from the Japanese to return to camp. Some stood with their heads bowed, but Smitty was not sure if they were praying or merely numbed by the horror of their gruesome task.

    Smitty lowered his head, too, but no prayers came to his angry mind. “The hell with it,” he shuddered.

  


  
    

    

    CHAPTER 2
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    “A soldier’s paradise”—Oscar Aloysius Smith, Jr., had been told when he signed up for service in the Philippines. The prospect of serving in tropical Southeast Asia attracted Smitty far more than a ravaged Europe, where, if the escalating conflicts didn’t kill you, the harsh winters might.

    Born in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, in 1918, the twenty-two-year-old private completed six weeks of basic training at Fort Slocum, New York, and made his way via the Panama Canal, to Fort McDowell in San Francisco. From there, he shipped out to the Philippines and arrived in February 1941 in Manila, where he was assigned to the 10th Signal ServiceCompany.

    When the war broke out on December 8, 1941 (because of the time difference, war was declared on December 7 in the United States), Smitty, along with his company and about eighty thousand of MacArthur’s troops, was sent to the Bataan Peninsula on the western side of Manila Bay. Bataan was a stronghold Americans never expected to lose, but come spring of the following year, Smitty surrendered with thousands of other starving, exhausted troops. He then became a part of the Bataan Death March as he and his comrades walked at gunpoint across the peninsula to their new places of imprisonment under the Japanese.

    Now, in April, one day after Smitty’s labor on burial detail, the rains had passed out to sea overnight. Early morning sunshine poked through the clouds to illuminate the soggy, thatched roofs of the barracks inside the mile-square prison at Camp O’Donnell.

    “

    The burial detail already had left the compound on its grim mission and the other prisoners were filing out of the old, unpainted mess hall at the end of the barracks row, carrying their rations of rice. There was little time to eat their meager breakfast before beginning another long day of work assignments.

    Smitty, wearing the only clothing the Japanese had permitted him— a pair of khaki pants he had cut off above the knee, sat on the steps of his nearby barracks, his mess kit on his knees. He brushed at swarms of fat, black flies with his left hand while trying to spoon the rice into his mouth with his right. The flies hung in clusters, drawn to the compound by the open-pit latrines that overflowed along the entire length of the compound fence. Within seconds after a meal was served, the flies would begin their assault.

    Matthias came out of the mess hall carrying his rice in a tin pan covered by a floppy overseas hat. He wore a loincloth fashioned from the remains of a shirt about his middle; his tall, muscular body was just beginning to show the effects of austere prison life. “Hey, Matthias,” Smitty yelled as his companion headed up the muddy street away from the mess hall. Matthias looked back, then turned and came toward him.

    Smitty felt a close tie to the big, black-haired soldier; the man’s presence always seemed to bolster Smitty’s confidence. There was little similarity in their appearances, though both were twenty-two. Smitty, his thin body covered with freckles the color of his red hair, was dwarfed by his six-feet-one-inch companion. But the two friends did share a determination to outlast the Japanese. That determination was not easily come by. Some of the prisoners already were broken in spirit; a few had just given up, sat down, and died.

    “How did you get out of burial detail today?” Smitty asked.

    Matthias glowered at the mass of flies hanging off his mess tin as he sat down beside Smitty. “I was going to ask you the same thing,” he replied. “I guess they need more guys back here to dig latrines.”

    Matthias swept at the insects with his hat as he ate. “Lousy stuff,” he commented to Smitty. “No wonder the Japs are such funny looking bastards if they eat this slop every day.”

    As Smitty watched his companion battle the flies, Sgt. Wilbur Bunch emerged from the barracks behind them. He was a career soldier with whom Smitty had served briefly in Manila before the war. “Did you two guys get the word?” he asked. “I think you’re being transferred out somewhere. There was a slope head in here while you were in the messhall. He had a paper with your name written on it. There musta’ been twelve, maybe fifteen names.”

    Smitty looked at Matthias, who was busily sloshing water from his canteen into his battered tin dish. “Well, what did it say?” Smitty demanded impatiently. “Where are we going?”

    “All I know is you’re to report over by the gate right after chow if you can call it that. Hope you get a good deal,” he added, offering his hand to the two younger men. They shook and Bunch started off for his work detail. “Oh yeah,” he said turning back. “You’re supposed to get all your belongings together to take along.”

    “I got ’em on,” Matthias replied looking down at his loincloth. While Matthias finished cleaning his mess kit, Smitty went inside and packed the few belongings he had managed to keep from the looting Japanese guards. There was a bottle of iodine, a small New Testament, a few letters and pictures from home, and a razor. He packed them into his musette bag and stood to leave, then stopped and opened the bag again and took out the pictures. There were a few photos of the girls he knew; on the bottom was a picture of his parents in front of their new home in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. “To our dear son” read the inscription at the bottom of the photograph. Smitty fought back tears as a sudden wave of homesickness caught him off guard.

    “Come on, Smitty,” Matthias yelled through the door. “Hirohito’s waiting for us.” Smitty rubbed the back of his hand across his wet eyes and jammed the pictures back in the bag.

    Fourteen prisoners, including Smitty and Matthias, waited inside the gate, each one with his few belongings tucked under his arm. The sky was nearly clear of clouds, and the blue Zambales Mountain range just west of the camp looked cool and inviting.

    The men looked one another over and exchanged bits of information about themselves. A short, dark-haired sailor next to Smitty introduced himself as Lyle Hughes, and another said his name was Shay. “Hear any dope on where we’re going?” he asked.

    Smitty shook his head and professed his ignorance. He paused and glanced around Hughes in the direction of the Japanese quarters at the top of a rise a short distance beyond the prison fence. “I think we’re about to find out something, though,” he said.

    An officer, flanked by two guards, walked briskly to the gate and was let through by a sentry. He crossed the open ground between them and halted in front of the ragged detail of prisoners. The guards stopped just behind him. The Americans bowed as they had been taught to do early in their captivity. He looked down their rank with a cold stare as he inspected each man; when he finished he turned quickly to his left, and the guard standing there stepped back a pace nervously.

    There was a staccato burst of instructions in Japanese; the guard translated as best he could. “You go Manila. Work for Japanese Army.”

    The officer strode up and down in front of the prisoners as he launched into a speech. When he was done, he looked again at the guard.

    The reluctant translator appeared to be in over his head, stammering in Japanese and spreading his arms in a gesture of bewilderment.

    The officer silenced him with a shout, then turned back to the prisoners. “Americans fix ladio,” he snapped. The officer glared at the men, his legs spread in a defiant stance, while the oversized breeches above his leggings reminded Smitty of a pair of floppy elephant ears.

    The prisoners exchanged looks. “What the hell is a ladio?” one of them asked.

    “Ladio! Ladio!” the officer stamped his foot and screamed. “You fix.”

    “I think he’s talking about a radio,” Smitty said.

    “Ladio!” said the officer through clenched teeth, who then wheeled and marched off, leaving the two guards to stand watch over the confused prisoners.

    “Ain’t he a nice son of a bitch?” commented Matthias sourly.

    The inept translator smiled at the prisoners, taking the derogatory comment as a compliment. “Nice sonbitch,” said the guard bowing deeply at the waist. “Officer-San nice sonbitch.”

    “And you’re a big, fat bastard,” Smitty said smiling and bending low, setting off another round of obeisance. The guard beamed with delight. He was still bowing in response to a steady string of insults when a military truck pulled in front of the group. Two guards bounded out and put an end to the ceremonies. They pushed the men into the back of the vehicle and lined them up on benches built into the sides of the stake body truck. When all were settled, the guard seated himself beside the driver, while the other guard sat—his rifle between his knees—with the prisoners.

    The seventy-five-kilometer ride to Manila began almost as a pleasure trip for Smitty. The truck bounced along the road, its gears clashing each time it approached one of the frequent hills along the route. Filipinos, mostly women and children and occasionally an old man, waved furtively to the Americans from the side of the road. The somber expressions on the faces of these people told of their misery in captivity. Many of their young men had been captured or killed; thousands more had melted into the jungles just before the surrender and were living as fugitives.

    The truck slowed to a crawl, its engine whining in low gear as it bounced over a bomb-pocked section of road in one of the small villages. Two skinny children followed the vehicle and tossed several large bunches of bananas on its floor.

    Matthias, seated last in the rear across from the guard, picked up one bunch and cast a glance at his captor. When he made no sign of objecting, Matthias ripped off a banana and passed the rest down the line. The guard watched with disinterest, then turned his head to stare out at the road again.

    Smitty peeled back the skin and deeply inhaled as he caught the sweet, ripe scent. He shivered and took a bite. It was the first food other than rice he had eaten in more than two weeks. He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, chewing slowly to savor the rich flavor.

    “Don’t save any,” said Wells, a tall, blond sailor in his midtwenties who had survived the sinking of the gunboat Canopus . “The Japs would only take them away from us anyway.”

    For the next few miles, banana peels went zipping out through the stake sides; as quickly as a prisoner finished one, he dived into the dwindling bunches to grab another. Smitty bet he could eat two faster than Wells could eat one. He crammed both bananas into his mouth at once, choking and swallowing, but still managing to keep even with the gunner. The banter grew louder, and some of the men laughed for the first time in months. They completely ignored the guard, who by now was nodding and leaning dangerously close to the open rear of the truck.

    Hughes was the first to notice. “Hey, look at Humpty-Dumpty back there,” he said. The rest turned toward the guard whose chin had fallen against his chest, partially burying his face inside his open tunic. He swayed from side to side, then forward and backward with the motion of the bouncing truck.

    “Hope he falls out and cracks his damned, sloped head,” Wells said. Suddenly the rear wheel under the guard lurched into a hole; with a yell he fell backward off the bench, his right hand still holding the rifle, his left grabbing desperately at the air.

    Matthias leaped from the bench opposite him and caught the guard’s groping hand, pulling the top half of his body back inside the vehicle. The guard scrambled to his hands and knees inside the bed of the truck, spouting a string of obscenities in Japanese. He glanced in the direction of the men in the front of the truck, who stared back at him with angry faces. The embarrassed guard turned to Matthias in frustration.

    He thrust his bayonet toward the prisoner, barely missing him as Matthias hurled himself backward against the stake body of the truck. The guard felt behind him for the bench as he slowly sat down again, keeping his rifle pointed at Matthias.

    The prisoners sat like statues. Smitty’s cheeks bulged with banana, but he didn’t chew. Finally the guard lowered the rifle across his knees and leaned back against the truck, but his eyes never looked away from Matthias’s face. The trip continued in silence.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 3
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    The truck rolled through the heart of Manila, down the wide pavement of Dewey Boulevard beside the bay, but Smitty couldn’t match the city he saw now with the one of his prewar memories. Palm trees lining the road had been smashed, their fronds hanging limp and torn and turning brown. The dock area was pounded to pieces and the upturned hulls of small vessels jutted incongruously out of the oily water in Manila Bay where they had been caught in the first bombing attacks.

    Military equipment was strewn everywhere—tanks, field pieces, trucks of all sorts—as well as construction machinery, all of it brought ashore from the huge fleet of Japanese ships moored a half mile out in the bay.

    Smitty saw fighter planes and bombers that had been using Dewey Boulevard for a landing strip lined up in rows along one side of the street. Japanese work crews, shouting at one another and scurrying about in hectic disorder, became more numerous as the truck neared the center of the city. Some were busy repairing bomb craters in the streets; others were stringing electrical and communication lines; still others hurried in and out of buildings carrying loot that might be of benefit to the invaders.

    The truck often slowed to a crawl to avoid the other Japanese vehicles and work details, but the driver managed to thread the truck through the heavy traffic without stopping, and he accelerated as they left the main part of the city.

    Five miles beyond the densely built area of Manila, the truck swung off the main highway and headed for Quezon City, the modern section of the capital. Smitty had been here before and experienced a sense of relief to see that the friendly community and its gleaming white buildings had been spared by the war.

    There were few Japanese soldiers in sight. Filipinos waved to the Americans; Smitty felt momentarily removed from the war.

    The driver suddenly swerved the truck sharply off the road, nearly jolting the prisoners from their seats, as he halted in front of a small, fenced-in compound containing several barracks and other buildings. Smitty had his back to the structures and when he turned to see where they were, he recognized what formerly had been quarters for a Filipino constabulary unit.

    The guard leaped down from the back of the truck and motioned with his rifle for the prisoners to follow. They climbed out and stretched their cramped legs for a few moments until the wide, wooden gate swung open, and a detail of guards appeared to escort them inside. The guards, Smitty noticed, were dressed more smartly than the ones back at Camp O’Donnell, and the compound was clean and neat. The first building inside the gates was a large, one-story warehouse, and the guards lined the Americans in front of it.

    “I don’t see any other prisoners around,” Shay remarked, peering toward the other wooden structures at the rear of the warehouse. “Maybe this won’t be too bad.”

    “There are Japs here, ain’t there?” Matthias answered. A minor officer barked out an order in Japanese and though they didn’t understand what he said, the prisoners snapped to attention and bowed in his direction. “Someday I’m going to bow to you Japanese bastards just long enough to pick you up, and then I’m gonna knock your lousy brains out,” muttered Matthias at the guards as he straightened up.

    The other prisoners picked up where they had left off with the translator back at O’Donnell. They disguised their best back-alley language with bland smiles as they heaped curses on their captors.

    At the next command, the guards drew to attention and Smitty saw an officer in a white navy uniform approaching. He was taller than any of the other Japanese Smitty had seen and he walked smartly. His lean, tanned face was almost handsome, and he glanced toward the prisoners with strikingly blue eyes.

    He halted, spoke to the guards in Japanese, then turned and looked with interest at the prisoners. There was no rancor visible in his scrutiny, just curiosity. He carried a riding crop in his right hand and tapped it against his leg as his gaze went from one prisoner to another.

    Refreshed from the ride and with a belly full of bananas, Smitty felt new courage in his unfamiliar surroundings. “If you’re looking for your mother, I just saw her back at the kennels,” Smitty addressed the officer, bowing low and creasing his mouth with a smile that could have been described as a sneer.

    The expression on the officer’s face remained indifferent as he surveyed once more down the line of men. Then he slowly walked a few steps toward them. “You should be informed that I speak English perfectly,” the officer began, revealing no emotion in his voice.

    Smitty felt the blood drain away from his face, taking the smile with it.

    “I lived in the United States of America for six years,” the officer continued. “And I graduated from Annapolis Naval Academy. I have knowledge of both your language and your ways, so there is very little that you will do here that I will not be aware of.”

    He tilted his head back and his blue eyes seemed to examine the cloudless arc of sky. When he looked again at the demoralized prisoners, his face was stern and his words clipped. “I would advise you to remember in the future that you are prisoners of war and that your fate is in our hands. If I ever hear another insult from any of you, it will cost you your life.”

    He stood erect and silent with his eyes seeming to bore holes into the wisecracking American. Smitty’s heart thumped in panic, and the wind blew cool on the perspiration covering his body. He shivered.

    “All of you have had experience in communications,” the officer’s voice rang out calmly. “And because our own experts in this field are busy elsewhere at the moment, we have need of you here.”

    It was the first time any of the men realized they had something in common—a knowledge of radio transmission.

    “Your American officers attempted to destroy all of the radio equipment before we liberated the Philippines,” the officer said. “And now you will be expected to put it back into working order. You will live and work in the building behind you,” he continued, flicking his riding crop in the direction of the warehouse.

    “If you do your work well, you will be fed the same rations of food as our personnel receive. If you do not, . . .” his voice trailed off, and the Americans mentally filled in the blank that followed.

    “You will begin your work immediately,” he resumed his instructions. “I am the deputy commandant of this post, and you will be directly responsible to me.” He bowed curtly and walked away.

    The prisoners, crushed by the sting of his words delivered in their own language, quietly watched the departing figure.

    A guard broke the silence by motioning toward the open door of the warehouse. Inside was a large room with concrete walls and floor, lighted by several windows. The room was bare except for a pile of used lumber and a few tools at the far end. “Sleep here,” one of the guards said as he pointed to the concrete floor at the rear of the room. Turning, he pointed to the far end. “Work here.”

    “Aren’t there any cots or anything?” one of the Americans asked, pounding his heel on the floor to emphasize its hardness.

    The guard looked at him for a moment uncertain of his question, then pointed again to the floor. “Sleep here,” he repeated.

    “I think he means ‘sleep here,’” Matthias said, grinning. The prisoners deposited their few belongings on the floor, then followed two guards to the back of the room where they were immediately put to work building workbenches on which to repair the radio sets. The tools, the wood, even the rusty nails, Smitty guessed, had been provided by the squads of Japanese looters who were stripping Manila bare.

    It was late at night when the prisoners finished constructing what they hoped would pass for two large workbenches. They wolfed down their rations of rice from wooden bowls given to each man, and, exhausted, fell asleep quickly on the cold concrete floor, too tired to renew their complaints about the accommodations.

    Daybreak had barely arrived when the clashing of gears and the whine of a heavy-duty truck, followed by the hurried, nervous chatter of Japanese voices, shattered the prisoners’ sleep. “Holy hell, it sounds like another invasion!” Matthias complained. He then reached back to the shoulder on which he had been sleeping. The others were doing their best to get up, stretching cramped muscles and picking out crumbs of concrete that had become embedded in their skin overnight.

    Two guards came through the door, both talking at once and waving for the prisoners to come out of the building. The men rose on shaky legs and followed. Outside was a large truck with three guards lounging in the back among piles of cargo covered with blankets. The soldiers pulled back the blankets and shoved a small dark-gray box faced with dials toward the men, who had gathered near the back of the truck.

    Smitty moved in closer and saw the same kind of radio receiver used by the Americans. He peered into the back of the canvas-enclosed truck as Lyle Hughes moved off toward the warehouse with the first set. There were at least fifteen more inside the truck; Smitty picked up the next one and carried it inside.

    The receivers were stacked against the wall at the far end of the bigger workbench. Two small boxes containing odd pieces of wire, solder, and several rolls of friction tape were carried in by a guard and placed on the bench.

    On the last trip, Smitty waited for Matthias. When he was sure no guards were near, he caught his friend by the arm. “When we pick up the last sets, let’s see if we can wrap ’em in some of those blankets in the back of the truck,” he suggested softly. “They’d be a lot better to sleep on than the concrete floor.”

    The blankets had been shoved against the side of the truck, the nearest one about four feet from the tailgate. Without waiting for the remaining radios to be pushed his way, Matthias reached inside and grabbed one, along with the corner of a blanket. He dragged both of them to the tail-gate and was wrapping the blanket about the set when a guard crushed his foot down heavily on the prisoner’s hand.

    Matthias let out a furious shout and thumped the fist of his good hand down so hard on the radio that the case cracked. While the guard stood on the tailgate shouting curses, Smitty walked slowly around to the side of the truck, reached in and pulled out the remaining blankets. He dropped them to the ground, then pushed them with his foot toward the other prisoners. They got the idea, picked up the blankets undetected and carried them inside. The other Japanese guards were in the building looking over the radios, and the lone guard outside was too busy with Matthias to notice.

    In the meantime Matthias refused to give up his blanket, still clutching it as he matched oath for oath with his foe in the truck. The guard finally had enough; he swung the butt of his rifle at Matthias’s head, but the prisoner ducked the blow. The guard leveled the action end of the rifle at Matthias, and still screaming at the top of his lungs snatched the blanket away. He waved his arms menacingly toward the warehouse for Matthias to get back inside.

    Smitty put the last receiver down on the floor and looked up in time to see Matthias charge through the door, cursing and looking about wildly as he held his injured hand.

    Frightened more by what Matthias might do than by the Japanese, Smitty grabbed him by the arm. “Come on,” Smitty pleaded. “Cut it out or you’re gonna get us all killed. Take it easy.”

    “Easy, hell,” snorted Matthias. “All I wanna’ do is get hold of that little slanty-eyed son of a bitch. I’ll tie his ears around his damned neck.”

    The guards looked up from where they were inspecting the radios, but made no move to intervene. “Let’s see your hand,” said Smitty. “Do you think it’s broken?”

    “Naw, but I didn’t even get the lousy blanket.”

    Smitty smiled. “Never mind,” he said, turning toward the workbench. “Look over there.” Tucked beneath it were the other blankets; doubled up, there would be enough to go around.

    “Damn my Aunt Nellie,” Matthias marveled. “And I didn’t even see you do it.” His lips cracked at the corners in a smile. “I guess it was worth it.”

    While Smitty calmed Matthias, all the guards except one returned to the truck and drove off. The remaining guard watched as the prisoners began inspecting the radios. The first few they looked at appeared to be damaged beyond repair.

    One seemed to have had a grenade explode inside its case. The entire insides of another had been smashed. Resistors, wires, and other parts were ripped from others. The prisoners went over the sets hurriedly, looking for one that might hold promise. “You fix,” the guard instructed them, watching as the Americans picked through the pile of sets.

    “Hey, this one doesn’t look too bad,” said Shay. The others crowded around as he plugged the set into a receptacle hanging at the end of a long cord that dangled from the ceiling. He twisted a dial and a voice came from the set, faintly at first, then becoming stronger as he adjusted the dials.

    “That’s Japanese,” Hughes said. “Must be one of the local stations. Wonder how many of the others are okay?”

    Smitty shouldered in between Wells and Hughes and grabbed the receiver. “Let me look at it for a minute,” he said. He reached into the set, turned his back to the guard, and tore a wire loose. Looking at Matthias, Smitty touched the loose wire to a stationary one. There was a poof and sparks crackled, then silence. Smitty arched an eyebrow. “I betcha’ we could fix every one of these radios just like I fixed this one.”

    “I think we’ve got a little business going,” Hughes announced.

    The guard approached; standing on tiptoe, he peered over Smith’s shoulder. “You fix?” he asked.

    “Sure, Charlie,” Matthias replied, looking down at the guard. “We fix real good.”

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 4
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    Hey c’mere you guys, listen what I got!” Wells said without looking up from the receiver set he was working on. The others left their places at the workbenches and surrounded the gunner. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure no guards were in the building, then twisted the dial.

    “. . . Don’t want to set the world on fire, I just wanna’ start a flame in your heart . . .” sang out the radio. Shay beamed as he watched the expressions on their faces. The music sounded distant and strained, but there was no mistaking it—it was stateside. “How do ya like it, huh?” he gloated. “KGEI out of San Francisco. Man, listen to those Top Hatters.”

    Smitty leaned in close as the music touched bittersweet memories— the fragrance of perfume, the touch of a soft cheek. Lost in reverie he almost mistook the long, groaning sigh for his own, but the voice was too deep. Turning, he saw Matthias, his eyes closed in an ecstasy rekindled from the past and his broad mouth smeared into a smile that recalled conquests. His head swayed to the slow tempo.

    “Well, for God’s sake,” Smitty exclaimed. “Will you look at Elsie, the Borden cow?”

    The big GI with eyes closed began shuffling circles around the prisoners’ work site, while the others scurried out of his errant path. From somewhere in the back of his nose, he hummed his own off-key accompaniment. “Matthias, what the hell’s the matter? You got the colic or something?” asked Hughes.

    “Me and Natalie used to dance to this . . . Stardust. . . .”

    “That’s not ‘Stardust,’ dum-dum,” Smitty said. “It’s —”

    “Stay the hell out of my dreams,” interrupted Matthias who proceeded to whirl with his left arm extended elegantly and his right arm encircling an imaginary Natalie. He hummed so loudly he didn’t hear the door open and, with his eyes closed, he couldn’t see the Japanese naval officer enter. Matthias was out of reach of the others who quickly scrambled back to the radio in a frantic attempt to shut off the music. Someone succeeded, and the set went dead.

    “What are you guys doin’?” Matthias demanded. His smile transformed into a frown. “You got something against romance?” Their stares left Matthias’s face and slowly drifted over his left shoulder to the officer behind him. “Come on,” the prisoner insisted, “Turn that damned thing back on.” Matthias soon realized something was amiss; he turned around slowly.

    “So you are an entertainer,” observed the officer as he scrutinized the dirty soldier. Matthias started to bow, then straightened up stiffly. The officer paced off a slow circle around him before speaking again.

    “I allowed you the freedom of no guards in the building in the hopes that you would return my generosity with work,” he said. “Instead, I find you holding a party.”

    Turning to Matthias, he poked him sharply in the ribs with his riding crop. “And this one, a dancer.”

    His blue eyes roamed down the soldier’s chest and bare belly and stopped at the loin cloth. “A very sensuous costume,” he remarked. “It reminds me of a female impersonator I saw once in the United States of America. I disliked him intensely.” Putting a finger to his chin in thought, the officer looked up at Matthias and asked, “Are you a female impersonator?”

    “I . . . uh . . . don’t know . . . sir,” he stammered throwing a pleading look in the direction of his companions. No one responded.

    “Silence!” shouted the officer. His voice had lost its farcical tone. “You have been here for four days, and none of you has repaired a single receiver set. You Americans are not fit to serve the Japanese. You will work all night tonight with no rice rations for twenty-hours, and there will be a guard here to see that there is no more idling.”

    He spoke to Matthias again: “There is a special job for you. Tonight you will report at the latrines. I will have a guard bring a bucket to you, and you will clean out the latrines down to the bare earth. I guarantee you will not feel like dancing.”

    Matthias didn’t look up as the officer walked out of the building. Smitty was the first to speak. “When are you going to start shaping up?” he asked. “You just fumble and bumble your way through. Man, you just don’t think. Then everybody gets in trouble.”

    Matthias, his head still down, drew pictures with his toes on the concrete floor. “Now come on,” Smitty instructed the other prisoners. “Let’s get back to work.” Matthias didn’t move.

    “Well, come on, Matthias,” urged Smitty. He still didn’t move.

    “Look,” Smitty implored, “If I hurt your feelings . . . ”

    “Naw, it’s not that,” said Matthias.

    “Well, what’s the matter?” Matthias drew pictures on the ground with his toes, looked up and asked: “What’s a female . . . uh . . . repersonator?”

    “Aw, ya dumb—”

    A guard entered and the men headed for the workbenches. “Some day I’ll explain it to you,” muttered Smitty from beneath a frown. “After you grow up.”

    The next day was miserable. The sky was shrouded by dull gray clouds that matched the prisoners’ spirits, and by noon it was raining torrents. With no rice rations or sleep, the men looked at one another through burning, red eyes; their stomachs rumbled painfully. Nerves were raw and tempers strained. Matthias, badly in need of a bath after his stint the night before in the latrines, had come within a hair of swinging at a guard who had wrinkled his nose distastefully at the odor.

    Radio parts lay strewn about the workbenches. Smitty found it hard to remember what belonged in which set; his numbed mind refused to care. A radio suddenly fell to the cement floor and burst open. Jangled nerves vibrated at the loud noise. “Dammit! Watch out!” Hughes shouted, clenching his fist as he stared at the wreckage. No one spoke as Smitty and several others bent down to pick up the pieces.

    It was early evening, nearly time to quit, when a truck arrived with a new load of radios. “What the hell! We’ll never get outta here,” Matthias complained. He was still fuming when three Japanese soldiers entered, each carrying a radio. The sets were in crates and looked new. The guard spoke to one of them, then pointed toward the prisoners. The soldier glanced their way and shook his head negatively. The Americans stood and watched the soldiers, dripping from the rain, carry the receivers in and stack them in a corner; the prisoners realized then that the guard had volunteered them for the unloading of the truck, and the soldier had refused.

    “Ain’t that something?” Matthias reflected in amazement. “They don’t want us to get wet.”

    “They must be new sets,” said Hughes. The soldiers completed the job in a few minutes and drove off.

    “Hey, Tojo,” Matthias called to the guard. “How about we eat now, huh?” The guard just looked at him. “You know, food,” he said, scooping an imaginary spoon toward his open mouth.

    The guard looked at his watch, then motioned them toward the door. They took off immediately, cursing and yelling as they shoved and pushed one another to get through the narrow doorway. The cool mud was a balm to their tired, burning feet. They dug their toes into it while the driving rain stung feeling back into aching muscles. Smitty saw Matthias squint and turn his face into the downpour. The drops made flat, hollow sounds as they pelted against his forehead. The rain felt wonderful.

    “Come on,” someone yelled. “Let’s eat.” The prisoners sloshed across the parade ground and filed into the mess hall. The first rice in more than a day steamed its way into their stomachs, generating new energy and spirit. It was the same thing they had eaten for every meal since their capture, but tonight it tasted good—the only complaints were over the size of the portions.

    Afterward, they walked back slowly through the downpour. Matthias rubbed himself down briskly in the rain to remove the stink of the latrines. Back in the barracks, the men eased their tired bodies down onto the blankets that separated them from the hard floor. Some lay down, closed their eyes, and fell immediately to sleep. Others chatted, relishing the feeling of food in their stomachs.

    “If I could have anything I wanted,” Smitty mused from the corner where he sat propped against the wall, his skinny arm dangling over a bony knee, “I’d take a great big piece of chocolate cake right now. Real moist with thick, white icing.”

    “Yeah,” Matthias taunted, “and then you grow up and find out about girls.” He smiled greedily. “’Course you wouldn’t know about things like that, son.”

    Hughes spoke, ignoring Matthias: “When I get home I figure on opening a little bar, and I’m gonna toast you guys every hour on the hour with a beer. I’ll hold the glass way up high, like this,” he demonstrated thrusting his arm high over his head. “Then I’ll watch the foam run down my arm and think about each one of you pitiful bastards before I drink it.”

    No one spoke for a few moments. Then Smitty asked the question for everyone. “How long do you think it’ll be until we get home?”

    Matthias answered first: “Well, I figure it can’t be too long now. They won’t be able to stand all that awful pressure back in Washington. They’ll have to do something soon.”

    “What pressure?” asked one of the men.

    “All them girls back home,” reasoned Matthias. His face brightened with a conceited smile. “Why, they were just gettin’ used to me and if them pretty little things hear I ain’t comin’ back right away, well hell, there’s no tellin’ . . .”

    Smitty was serious as he repeated his question. “No kiddin’, don’t you guys think they should be here soon? Hell, it’s been a month now that we’ve been cooped up here and at O’Donnell. I just don’t understand why the United States is waiting so long.”

    “It’s just that the Japs caught everybody by surprise,” Wells said. “You know damned well they aren’t going to just leave us stranded here. Any day now . . . boom! No Japs. And we go home.”

    “The best thing we got goin’ for us is the guys on Corregidor,” Hughes interjected. “I think they can beat the Japs by themselves. But they won’t get the chance. We’re gonna have planes and boats over here all over the place soon.”
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