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    I dedicate my story to those former American prisoners of war who gave their lives to protect their families, friends, and our country.

    —Henry T. Chamberlain, Staff Sergeant, USAF (ret.)

  


  
    
AUTHOR’S NOTE


    This story is based on the life and recollections of World War II US Army Medic and surgical technician, Henry T. Chamberlain. The events here are true and based on his personal accounts, as well as corroborative research. Several names have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals’ families.
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INTRODUCTION


    2017, SENDAI, JAPAN

    Seventy-five years had passed since Henry Chamberlain last laid his eyes on the “mine god” that presided over the shaft of the Mitsubishi lead and zinc mine. The contrast between that time—World War II—and today couldn’t have been more striking. Now, as a ninety-six-year-old, he rested between the support of his daughter on his right and his Japanese interpreter on his left. The rain fell softly on the small huddle of dignitaries around him—Mitsubishi executives, as well as a group of historians and diplomats, none born yet when he’d left this place. One member of the delegation raised a wide umbrella over Chamberlain’s head.

    The former POW gazed at the empty frame that had once contained a shiny, towering Japanese deity, guarding the entrance, installed to ensure good fortune for the mine and the men working inside. Chamberlain had cursed that symbol, day after day.

    “What are you remembering?” his guide asked through an interpreter. He pointed.

    “We had to bow to a figure there,” his voice was calm and steady, no anger left in him. “Every day we bowed on our way in, and then we turned and bowed again on our way out,” he said. The interpreter repeated his words in Japanese. The group listened with sober expressions, a few nodding their heads. Chamberlain was staggered by the contrast between his considerate hosts and the barbarism of his past. So he told them the rest, the part he hadn’t mentioned for decades: about the last time he had seen the figure, on liberation day. He described the way he glared at that silent figure consumed with rage of the past war’s injustice. At that time, in 1945, he had lifted his middle finger high over his head “I shouted, ‘F-you!’” his eyes shone with the memory of that triumph. This too was interpreted to his hosts, and no flash of anger, no objections arose. This was history now.

    The mine was now in disuse but tidy, silent, while the mountainous landscape loomed around, lush in its greenery. But memories clamored around Hank. He could feel, he could see, the presence of several hundred men, all dead now, but standing there beside him, some Americans, some British, in various stages of starvation and sickness, all faces raised to the god.

    Those prisoners’ spirits around him were dressed in the ragged remains of what had once been starched Army uniforms, now just a few scraps knotted around their waists to cover their privates. Some wore clogs they’d hammered out of discarded chunks of wood, others stood on their bare, calloused, or bleeding feet. Their hollow eyes seemed to consider another twelve hours in an endless litany of long days’ labor underground. Chamberlain, the only medic working the mine, was there to help those who collapsed, if they were still alive.

    Each day had started that way. Often Chamberlain had nothing to eat, but he chewed on a glob of coal tar he had scraped from the walls of the barracks. He and his fellow prisoners stuffed the thick black wads of tar in their mouths, kneading it between their loosening teeth. Chamberlain found the juice tasted sickening at first, but it eventually offered comfort to his empty stomach. Sometimes tar was all there was to keep them occupied until they ate the balls of maggot-infested rice at the end of a day’s work.

    While the mine had swarmed with Japanese, American, British, and Chinese miners during the war, now it was silent. The area was pastoral, the mine entrance was barred shut, the smelter that had burned day and night, now idle. As he looked around him, at the hill where his barracks had stood, at the path that had led to the crematorium, he began sinking to his knees.

    His action sparked a flurry of worried responses from those around him. “No, Mr. Chamberlain, please wait.” It was a matter of seconds before a chair was delivered in front of him, and they lowered him onto it. He had insisted on walking to this site. He folded at the waist and rested his head in his hands.

    He might have looked like he was overcome, but he wasn’t. He was praying, he told his daughter Rebecca that night in the hotel. He wasn’t usually a church man, but this time, “I felt it was right, I had to say two prayers.”

    “What were they Dad?” she asked.

    “I prayed for the men who were in that mine. I prayed for the POWs that lost their lives there.”

    He thought about those whom he saw enter the mine in the morning knowing, by the look of defeat in their eyes, the hopeless set of their shoulders, that they would not survive the day. They took up a pick and lantern in the morning and by afternoon Chamberlain might be carrying their bodies to the cremation site. Those were the men he couldn’t help.

    He prayed for them, but his second prayer was for the guards—the men—some military, some civilians, the ones with bamboo canes they struck on the shoulders and backs of prisoners, the ones with bayonets, the ones who were most severe and the ones who were treated as badly by their superiors. He prayed for their forgiveness, for those men, every one of them, were gone now as well.
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    MONDAY, DECEMBER 8, 1941

    FORT WILLIAM MCKINLEY, THE PHILIPPINES

    First it was just a sound: the drone of approaching planes, and Private Henry (Hank) Chamberlain glanced at the window. It was close to noon and he and his friend Earl Wilson had been whiling away their Sunday morning in the medics’ barracks, keeping cool as the sun climbed high in the tropical sky.

    It was the first day they had to take it easy after a week attending patients in the Fort McKinley Hospital Clinic. The clinic he was assigned to—just outside the teeming city of Manila—served military patients as well as their family members and local civil servants. Fresh out of training in the States, he’d spent the last few months assisting with routine surgeries, suturing cuts, and wrapping sprains.

    On this December Sunday the barracks bunks were empty and made, most of the men had gone off to church service at the Fort McKinley chapel, or were at the PX (post exchange store), the laundry, or in town. It was already a warm day and the few who were still in the barracks—Hank and Earl Wilson—were still in their shorts and t-shirts.

    As the hum of plane engines approached, Chamberlain stood up to see out the window. Air flight overhead was just part of the routine sounds of life in the Philippines, planes passed over regularly from Clark Airfield, Nielson Airport, and Nichols Fields, but this was different. It sounded like the engines were whistling, instead of the deep throaty rumble of the US Army planes they were used to. He and Earl exchanged a glance.

    Two deafening explosions shook the barracks, shattering the afternoon calm. The concussion knocked Hank off his bed. The two army medics were racing for the door before they had time to think. On the barrack’s front porch they froze; smoke poured skyward several blocks to the south where Fort William McKinley’s warehouses stored army supplies. Flames flashed through the trees, and a Manila air-raid siren suddenly wailed. Then Chamberlain saw the fighter planes, several of them, barreling in his direction.

    It was nine hours since 353 Imperial Japanese aircraft had decimated the US Naval fleet at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, but none of the privates in this army barracks had heard of that yet. In fact, the soldiers and medics, and all of Fort McKinley, were caught utterly by surprise. Hank and Earl may have been the only ones standing on the porch that morning, gaping south as the planes approached low: five hundred feet—then even lower. They couldn’t see the markings as the plane seemed to hone in on his position.

    The two medics could have ducked back into the barracks but Chamberlain thought better of that, and they stood rooted to the porch floor, watching one of the planes drop closer, just fifty feet above the trees, plowing on toward them. Then it opened fire.

    Terror sent the two medics leaping over the railing—two more steps in their bare feet and they were hunched behind a mahogany tree that grew in front of the barracks, eight feet wide at the base.

    Bullets sliced the ground toward them and then caught the trunk of the tree with a deep, thunk, thunk, thunk. Hank felt each shot’s impact in the woody flesh as he pressed against it. The bullets slammed on past them, spraying dirt and rocks as they rained over the barracks and beyond. And then the plane lifted and swung to the right, displaying large red circles on the wings. Then it was gone.

    Bombs exploded in the distance, their sights set on Nichols Field, and smoke rose skyward. In the adjacent field, two Filipino infantry regiments opened with return fire bullets from machine guns and any other weapon available, ripping into the sky at any remaining enemy planes.

    While the air-raid sirens blared, the two medics huddled in their spot, hearts hammering, bodies trembling, clutching the tree that had saved their lives. Flames rose behind the forest where the warehouses had been, and they could hear the crackling of bursting wood. Once they were convinced no more planes were coming, Hank stood. His ears were ringing and sweat soaked his t-shirt. He learned that day that terror releases the bowels, every time.

    “God damn.” They stared in the direction the planes had traveled, “What the hell is this? What are they shooting at us for?”

    Earl shook his head, his hands on his head, his face reflecting Hank’s fear, “Was that the Japs?”

    Just as Hank and Earl had taken cover from the planes’ strafing, about sixty miles away Clark Airfield was under attack. The Japanese assault on the United States—beginning in Pearl Harbor—was just getting started. Its navy sent two hundred Mitsubishi bombers from Formosa (today known as Taiwan), two hundred miles away, to take out US equipment and planes, followed by fighters targeting American and Filipino military sites. In fact, for Japan, the Philippines represented the key that unlocked the door to the Pacific.

    The attack was a resounding success for the Japanese. At Clark Airfield, the planes had been neatly parked in a row, wing tip to wing tip, and within minutes most of the local American air power, including fighters and B-17 Flying Fortress bombers, were wiped out. Half of the Filipino air fleet was gone as well. By the time the air assault on the Philippines was over, Japan’s control of the skies would deliver a major advantage over the tropical islands that had served the United States as a strategic base of operations. Now, Japan commenced its land invasion.

    It was the first time Hank had been shot at, but it would hardly be the last. He didn’t know it yet, but America’s war with Japan was underway and he was trapped on an island where the enemy would soon take charge. He had started on a hellish path through what would be four years of war and three-and-a-half years of captivity in the hands of the Japanese.
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1940

    FORT CROOK, NEBRASKA

    Hank felt the full assault of his sergeant’s glare as he stood at attention in the man’s office. His eyes fixed on the American flag hanging beside the desk, while his sergeant leaned over that desk toward him, his outrage palpable.

    “What did you just tell me, Private?”

    “I don’t want to be a rifleman. Sir!”

    “You’re the best sharpshooter in your class, this is the Army, Private Chamberlain. What do you expect to be doing here? We’re going to be fighting a war and I need shooters. What Goddamn reason do you have not to be a rifleman?”

    Hank took a deep breath before answering with the force of a lifelong conviction. “I don’t want to kill people, sir.” The sergeant let out a breath that could have been exasperation or a laugh.

    “Don’t call me sir, call me Sergeant. Go await your orders, Private, I’m not done with you yet. Now get the hell out of my office before I do something I’ll regret.”

    “Yes-Sergeant!” he couldn’t get out of the office fast enough, but he measured his pace, stepping out into the summer Nebraska sun and taking a long breath as the door slammed shut behind him. Now what? He had signed up for the army on his eighteenth birthday, on the advice of his friends—volunteer before they draft you into a service you’ll hate. He hadn’t put much thought into the moral collision course ahead. Life had made him an excellent sharpshooter. He had grown up in Omaha with a rifle in his hands—he had needed it to feed himself and his single mother. Often his rifle was the only thing between him and a night’s sleep on an empty stomach. Day by day he had been building his skills as a sharpshooter. But he wasn’t going to kill a fellow man. Somewhere in those Sunday mornings in church, and in his own young life, he had learned a conviction. “I thought it was wrong to kill somebody. Somewhere in my religious training I’d learned that much.” Never. It wasn’t right. Now it looked like he had made himself an enemy in the last place he needed one—his own regiment in the form of his sergeant.

    * * *

    Henry Tilden Chamberlain, Jr., (always known as Hank) was born on June 6, 1922, one of a few hundred residents of Morse Bluff, Nebraska, a farming village overlooking the Platt River, near Omaha. His father provided farm labor, but he left Hank’s mother Alvina to raise their only child on her own. So the boy grew up with a single mother, then for about six years with George Morgan—the man his mother married—an electrician who had worked for Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circuses. Hank never found a way to get along with his stepfather.

    Alvina Louise Soper worked in Omaha repairing broken film for a film exchange. Sliding her hand along the film edges she could feel out the start of a break and then splice and repair the film with a liquid brush. It paid enough to manage many of the bills, with no husband in the picture, but for most of his life, they’d relied on Hank’s odd jobs, or support from George, during the six years that he was in their lives.

    Small game was hard to come by during the Great Depression when Nebraska’s open land had been picked over by several generations of hungry pioneers. Large game was almost nonexistent. So, when he was lucky enough to spot a rabbit or bird, he could take it down with one clean shot. Even though he became a marksman to shoot animals for food, or to protect the farm, he also knew the fragility of life.

    Just once Hank had seen a gun aimed and fired at another person. It happened while the family was eating supper in the early 1930s. His stepfather George Morgan was especially proud of a Chrysler Imperial he had purchased off the showroom floor. He parked it in front of their two- bedroom house on North 41st Street in Omaha, and often stepped out front to look at it, polishing it off each time it rained. As usual one evening, as they ate their supper, George and Hank had nothing civil to say to each other, and Hank was hurrying to leave the table. He didn’t notice the sound in front of his house, but George’s head shot up, on alert, straining to hear. “What was that?” He dropped his fork and went to the side window, pushing the curtain aside. Then he leaped back. “Holy Goddamn hell where’s my gun?” Within seconds he was running through the front door with his .44 Magnum hogleg pistol, peering down the steep hill of their front yard at the street. He trained his sites, then fired several times. Alvina let out a shriek. Hank heard the anguished cries of a man hit. “What did you do?” Alvina screamed, putting one hand out to grab her husband’s arm. George pulled it away and ran to the street calling, “He was stealing my car! Call the cops!” Hank followed his stepfather but paused when Alvina called to him, “Don’t you go out there, you don’t want any part in that. You stay right here.” So Hank listened to the man’s screams from the kitchen, while Alvina picked up the phone and ordered the neighbors off the party line so that she could call for help. After an interminable wait of just a few minutes, police arrived. The man would be arrested and treated for the gunshot wound to his leg. Hank watched the police lift the would-be thief into the back of their car, as he was still crying out in pain. George was unconcerned with the man’s suffering, much more distressed to realize he’d shot his own car through the hood and destroyed its distributor. Hank’s feelings for his stepfather hardened into a deep contempt.

    * * *

    Now, in late 1940 in Fort Crook, as war stormed across Europe, and the US military ramped up to meet the threat, US Army private Hank Chamberlain’s sergeant fumed. He didn’t need an infantry man who wouldn’t shoot a gun, and he wasn’t having it.

    Knowing his Sergeant’s wrath was coming, Hank paid a visit to the medical unit on base where his own childhood doctor was stationed. He found Dr. Dahl in his office treating minor training injuries and illnesses among the new recruits. Hank told Dr. Dahl his dilemma. He didn’t want to be a rifleman. “I want to help people, not kill people. I want to serve my country without killing.”

    A few days later, after revelry, the sergeant came into the barracks. Before the men could stand at attention he stooped over Hank’s bed and gave it a hearty kick. “Get up and pack your shit, you’re coming with me.” They drove in silence to the train station. “You have anyone you want to talk to before leaving town? You’ve got an hour.” He handed a fistful of coins to the young private. Hank called his mother to say goodbye. It would be the last time he would hear her voice for four years.

    His sergeant delivered him to the train platform, pushed him toward the arriving train, and then handed an envelope to the conductor, “Don’t open this until you’re sixty miles out of town.” Hank seated himself at a window and watched the prairie slide past as he headed west. An hour later the conductor stood at his seat and opened the envelope. It contained meal tickets and the name of his destination: McChord Field in Washington State. His assignment—medical training. He was elated. Even as a boy he’d thought of working as a doctor, helping people out of their pain or their sickness. His first job on the base was driving the ambulance. Before being sent out on his first run, the sergeant had a question for him. “How do you handle the sight of blood?” Hank shrugged, “Not a problem, sir. I’ve been a hunter all my life, I’ve seen a lot of blood.” That announcement must have been good news for his new sergeant, and it led to his assignment as surgical assistant.

    As a boy Hank’s aspiration was in medicine. He spent several weeks in the hospital with diphtheria, and he knew that the pain in his throat, the miserable headache, fever, the gasping for a breath of air, were relieved with the help of the fleet of nurses and doctors who attended to him. He wanted to help others the way they had helped him. That’s what it came down to. But there was no money even for the next meal, let alone medical school. The army had been the obvious choice. The fact that he would be expected to do the opposite of helping people, to actually kill people, hadn’t come fully into focus until boot camp.

    Now at this cloudy airbase in the northwest reaches of the country, he was entering the best time of his life. He formed a tight group of friends all training as medics, including recent Utah high school graduate Earl Wilson and Everett Schneeweiss from California who he referred to as “Sneezy.” Bill Holt was the fourth member of their group, from a more affluent background, and a likely candidate to make a career out of medicine.

    For the first time, Hank had three square meals every day, a good job, and strapping good health. At five feet ten inches, 165 pounds, he was strong and happy. The sandy-haired private was quick with an infectious smile and twinkling eyes and soon earned the attention of a new girlfriend in Spokane named Cathy. He had the world ahead.
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OCTOBER 1941

    MANILA, THE PHILIPPINES

    When Hank, Earl, Bill, and Sneezy were assigned overseas Hank had never heard of the Philippines. He went looking for a map and then pored over the picture of an archipelago, smoothing down the folds that separated the Southeast Asian islands. “That little bitty place?” They were destined for a land of warm breezes and tropical foods; in fact the four friends marveled at their good luck. They weren’t going anywhere near Europe where news reports described Germany’s methodical aggressions.

    Instead, traveling to the other side of the world, they were stationed at Fort William McKinley—not far from Manila—where American and Filipino forces were training and medics practiced on the injured and sick. Hank and his three closest friends worked hard under the supervision of Dr. Harry Brown at the fort hospital in its Spanish style stucco building, with a red-tiled roof, covered in ivy and shaded by native flame trees.

    They spent their evenings enjoying the unfamiliar seafood and tropical fruits, warm weather, and unending social scene of Manila. The city streets were chaotic with pedestrians, bicycles, and carabao pulling carts laden with produce. Vendors hawked local fruits and vegetables, as well as fabric and baskets made by the indigenous people in the mountains. The streets were flanked by open sewage trenches, with the rank smell of human waste. But the warm humid breeze also delivered the perfume of tropical plants. Wild poinsettias flowering well ahead of Christmas decorated the verdant hills.

    The four medics ate the local food, flirted, and drank. They rented bicycles from a middle-aged Japanese merchant and rode around the city streets. Earl, a devout Mormon, avoided the troubles related to drinking and women but enjoyed the nightlife escapades. Bill was a thinking man, with college in his future and the most affluent of the group. Sneezy played baseball in the States and here in Manila he attended baseball games among the servicemen and brought Hank along for fun. Of the four, Hank had seen the hardest side of life. He’d lived on the streets, knew poverty and mental and physical illness. When life was going his way he appreciated it, because he knew all too well that comfort and ease could be fleeting. Of the four, he was the least disturbed, or surprised, by the illnesses and injuries coming into the Fort McKinley hospital—tropical diseases and malnutrition, along with the injuries the Philippine Scouts and US Army soldiers suffered in training.

    There were surprises for Hank too though. He’d known few Asians back in Omaha. He might have walked past a Japanese spy, helping prepared the Japanese Imperial Army for its invasion, but he wouldn’t have known the difference. The Filipinos for the most part greeted him on the streets with a “Hi, Joe,” and he felt at ease there. Hank had little sense of the tension rising around the Pacific, or the conflict homing in on the tropical archipelago he now called home.

    Harry Brown appreciated Hank’s background. He too had grown up without many luxuries. The doctor was about a decade his senior, had recently married, and he treated Hank like a younger brother. He brought the young medic into the surgical procedures, counseled him through the setting of broken bones, stitching of wounds, and a childbirth or two. Hank, who had lacked father figures, appreciated a doctor who entered medicine to heal those in need. Children willingly came for their treatments or vaccinations, and the stick of candy Brown would find for them in a glass jar on his desk.

    While the medics learned their trade at Fort McKinley’s hospital, General Douglas MacArthur had been called out of retirement to oversee the Philippine military training of its army and those Filipino soldiers too, often ended up in the Fort McKinley clinic. Hank paid little attention to rumors related to Japanese aggression in the Pacific.
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    DECEMBER 1941

   FORT WILLIAM MCKINLEY, THE PHILIPPINES

    Japan’s unexpected assault on Pearl Harbor began at 3 a.m. Philippines time. That gave the US military ten hours before about two hundred Mitsubishi bombers and Zero fighters streamed over the Philippine Islands from Formosa, two hundred miles away. The aerial bombardment still caught the US Armed Forces by surprise. While bombers dropped their explosives on Fort McKinley’s air installations at Nichols Field, about sixty miles away Clark Airfield was also getting hammered. Rows of planes were still parked wing tip to wing tip making an easy target for the Japanese bombers. Within minutes the American airpower was devastated, including a squadron of US Boeing four-engine B-17 “Flying Fortress” bombers. Half of the Philippine air fleet was gone. It wasn’t just the bombers either, the Japanese aircraft destroyed American Curtis P-40E fighter plane interceptors and P-35A fighter aircraft at Clark and Iba fields. The former airfield also saw its radar units put out of action. Now, with sirens still blaring and firefighters racing to the bomb sites, there was widespread confusion among the enlisted men in Fort McKinley.

    In the hour following the attack, medics hurried to the barracks, to the hospital, and some back to the barracks, were ordered to stay put, to pack, then to stay put again. Chamberlain was among the first group assigned to the two-story hospital that had served as Hank’s training ground as he helped treat everything from sprains and broken bones to malaria.

    Now he skirted the side of the building that separated the clinic from the barracks, casting wary looks at the sky and toward the clinic’s front door. By the time he reached the entrance, a jeep had screeched to a stop before him and two soldiers unloaded several injured patients. One patient stared listlessly, silent with numb shock, the end of his leg a bloody stump, a blood-soaked pant leg where his foot should have been. These were the soldiers who had been in harm’s way when the Japanese bombed Fort McKinley’s warehouses.

    Inside the hospital, there was no sign of that calm, casual, clinical efficiency that Hank was used to. Patients lined the entrance way, doctors and nurses raced from one to another. Dr. Brown stood near the door, meeting each victim as he was carried inside. His face was uncharacteristically grim. He glanced up to see Hank’s arrival and his expression showed a flash of relief.

    “Chamberlain, stabilize that patient for surgery,” Brown gestured to the man with the blown off foot. Hank followed the men carrying his gurney into surgery. As they lowered the patient onto the nearest table, however, a shout caught them all by surprise. “Where are you putting that patient? God damn it! Over here, set him over here, there’s more coming!”

    Once the patient was secured against the far surgery wall, Chamberlain fought past his trepidation and nausea. He’d never seen an injury like this.

    “What do I do?” He didn’t know if he asked the question aloud until Dr. Brown shouted out, “Take off that tourniquet, clamp the bleeder.”

    Chamberlain put a stabilizing hand on the patient’s shoulder. “Hold on, and try to stay quiet now,” he said. “You’re going to be fine.” He gripped a sterile set of scissors and cut away the pant leg, exposing the raw flesh and bone of his ankle. He untied the makeshift tourniquet that had been applied below the knee by another soldier in the field, and the vein began to pump out the man’s blood until Hank could get a clamp over the broken arteries still trying to supply the missing foot. Before he could consider the results, Brown shouted “Chamberlain, we need you over here.”

    Injuries kept pouring in all afternoon: soldiers, civil servants, and even some civilians. He scrubbed wounds cut in jagged gore, wiped away dirt and grease, washed wounds with saline. He joined the surgeons to help with suturing.

    “Stop the bleeding” was the number one priority. Broken bones were splinted. If the doctor ordered it, Hank administered pain medication to the victims in the most distress, many already came in with a morphine drip.

    As fast as he could serve one man, another was ready to take his place. Nothing he did that day had been covered in his training, and every patient brought a new frightening challenge. Hank’s only thought was to help the next patient and the next, and not to make any mistakes that would do more damage to those already suffering.

    By Monday, twenty-four hours after the initial attack, the clinic, like other parts of the base, was getting fired on from the sky. The neighborhoods around it were too. Several times a day Zero planes roared overhead, opening fire at anything they saw moving, and then sweeping away. With their red dots emblazoned on the plane wings, the medics referred to them as the “Flaming Assholes.” More patients flowed into the clinic, many were the results of these aerial attacks. There was both American and Filipino personnel; the Japanese fire power didn’t discriminate.

    By the end of Monday, the clinic was running short on supplies, so Brown sent Chamberlain to the warehouse that had been struck during the bombing, to salvage any medical equipment he could find—bandages, gauze, stretchers, splints, sulfa, medicine of any kind. He walked to the explosion site, where the air was still thick with the smell of smoldering ash.

    The site was devastated. The warehouse where the medical supplies were stored was just splinters now. Fragments of the building and the goods stored inside were scattered hundreds of feet in every direction. He stopped to consider the immensity of this damage, the odor of burning waste, the smoke still rising from places in the pelted earth. Dashing from one pile of wreckage to another he located a half-burned carton of cleaning supplies, put it under his arm, and deposited it on the side of the road. Always with one eye turned toward the sky, he searched further and found sterilizing equipment, then surgical tools and shoved them in his pockets. Everything he couldn’t carry went into his roadside pile to be collected by a jeep later. That would supply them for a few more days at the clinic.

    At nights he returned to his barracks, still exhausted and confused. The medics, along with other privates listened to the radio, trying to make sense of their new reality. But with their limited understanding of the broadcasted Filipino language—Tagalog—most were able only to pick out a few familiar terms.

    One order was clear: stay in the barracks, no more visits to the PX or gym or laundry without an escort. There were other orders too: to stay out of the way of Japanese firepower. They would no longer be fraternizing in town with the Filipinos. They would turn out the lights at night, after which Chamberlain and his friends lay in their bunks staring into the dark. Hank’s body was stiff with tension, his nerves ragged. He heard men shouting in the distance at times, the barking of dogs, and though he listened for the Japanese planes, they didn’t seem to approach after dark. Despite that, no sleep would come. “Bill, you awake?” He heard Bill turning on his bunk and his friend sat up, his silhouette facing him. “Wide awake.”

    “When do you think they’re going to put a stop to these Jap planes?” They both lay in the dark with no answer. They couldn’t believe the war would last long, America couldn’t be outmaneuvered by Japan. For Hank, it was just the beginning. He wouldn’t rest well again for years.

    During the day Japanese planes were relentless. They often attacked nearby Manila, and Chamberlain could see the action from the base. Air-raid sirens moaned with or without the planes, fanning a sense of panic for the Filipino population. At the clinic the doctors and medics could no longer rely on the power: it flashed off, stayed out for hours, was restored, only to go back out. That meant the loss of light and heat for sterilization of tools. And medical supplies needed to be closely managed. Whenever something could be reused, it was.

    On his way to the hospital, Chamberlain heard the familiar whine of the Zeros’ guidewires vibrating in the wind. As it grew louder, he dove for cover behind the nearest structure. Some of the medics with him, who couldn’t reach cover, took the next best strategy and rolled into a ball. The planes swept like lawnmowers, back and forth, fixing their sights on men as well as the buildings the men were in. He watched in horror. It seemed as if the planes were in slow motion, machine-gunning his friend.

    When the planes passed, he leaped to his feet, rushing to the closest prone figure.

    “Okay, where are you hurt?”

    He turned the man over and looked at the swelling patch of blood soaking the man’s pants. He was crying out from the pain. Chamberlain had seen enough in four days to know what to do. He pulled out the blade he had carried with him since the age of eight, a gift his grandfather had presented to him, declaring “every boy needs his own knife.”

    Folding out the blade, he grabbed hold of the man’s pant leg and sliced it along the seam, tearing and cutting himself a long piece of fabric. He then cinched it around the leg, above the gaping wound.

    “Stretcher, I need a stretcher!” he shouted, His voice was hoarse from four days of shouting. It was likely, he knew, that this friend was going to make it. But would he be able to leave the Philippines?
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DECEMBER 13, 1941

    STERNBERG HOSPITAL, MANILA

    By the end of the week his commanding officer, Colonel Duckworth, told Chamberlain and his comrades to pack their bags. He had no idea, when he climbed into the back of an Army truck, on December 13, 1941, where he was going. The men were being mobilized in different directions throughout the Manila area. Hank sat in the truck pulling out through the base’s Carabao Gate, and away from the only place he’d known in the Philippines, away from his friend Sneezy, from Earl and Bill, and from Dr. Brown. He had no idea if or when he would be seeing his mentor or friends again.

    The truck jostled its load of medics through the muddy streets of Manila and stopped in a crowded barrio, not far from the Pasig River, where the busiest US Army hospital in the city stood. In fact, Sternberg General Hospital was the largest and best-equipped medical facility in the Philippines, and now, with the war on, it was transformed into a central receiving point for casualties, American and Filipino, military and civilian alike.

    “All right men, fall out.”

    Chamberlain stepped out of his truck and into chaos. Here he would be working with ten times the number of patients he had seen at the base. People of all walks of life rushed around him here—Filipino workers recruited to manage cleaning, cooking, and transportation. Before the war Sternberg Hospital had served civilians with diseases such as leprosy, tuberculosis, and amoebic dysentery.1 Now nearly every patient suffered war-related injuries, some devastating.

    The injured came in in spurts: victims of gunfire, bombings, or fire. The stench of burning flesh was nauseating, as was the sight of mangled bodies—slick with dirt and blood—arms and legs at weird angles, some dangling by a shred, others only jagged stumps.

    Orders were fired at him the minute he reported for duty. His first patient was stunned from shock and pain, his arm hung unnaturally loose from the socket, a bone protruding through the skin. Like the others, Chamberlain began shouting: Where were the splints, the gloves, antiseptics? He lifted the arm as gently as he could, while the man let out a whimper.

    The next patient had an abdominal injury, intestines exposed in the deep gash of his belly. “You’re going to be okay,” he reassured, but worried that this one, he already knew from a week’s experience, probably wasn’t going to make it.

    Before the war, Sternberg General Hospital had a capacity of about 450 patients, about one thousand were onsite after the war began. Doctors and medics accommodated patients anywhere they could find space. Hank helped doctors shove desks together in offices to make room for the next injured soldier. When they ran out of stretchers, men lay on the floor, and then the steps in front of the building. Hank learned to step over those who still awaited a table to lie on.

    When patients died, their bodies were covered with a sheet, and Chamberlain, other medics, or civilian Filipino workers carried the dead up a flight of stairs into a storage room. They stacked the bodies there, covered with a blanket or sheet, one, two, three high until someone came to pick them up. In the tropical heat of Manila, this improvised morgue was stifling and the stench of decay filled the air around it.

    * * *

    Hank’s first experience with death came unexpectedly in the mid-1930s on one of Omaha’s most unforgivingly cold nights. Life at his mother’s house had become leaner since George Morgan had been thrown out of the family house. They were living on Alvina’s limited income and it wasn’t enough to pay all the bills. So he took a job as a Western Union delivery boy, riding around town, skidding over ice and snow, blowing on his chapped hands. The sun had gone down and the streets were dark as he cycled past parked cars on his way home for supper. When he saw a dark shape slumped in front of a sedan on the side of the road, he hit the brakes. Was that a dog? Someone sitting, or even a stranger, lying on the side of the road in these frigid temperatures? He climbed off his bike to get a closer look and found a man in a thin overcoat, slumped on his side. When he touched the figure’s shoulder it was rigid, cold, dead. He turned the man onto his back and saw that his mouth hung slightly open, his eyes clouded. “Sir? Mister? Are you okay?” He shook the man, thought maybe he’d shown a glimmer of life, then wondered what he could do now. “Stay there, just hold on, Mister,” he stood, started to run away, turned back. “You’ll be okay, just hang on!” he shouted over his shoulder before cycling to a payphone. He had to dial and redial with frozen fingers, but got the call out, and returned to the man’s side. He sat on the curb, waiting until a police car arrived. Instincts told him the man was dead, but he held out hope, even as the stiff body was placed in the car, that this man might survive.

    * * *

    At times Chamberlain was so tired he lost track of the work in front of him, and by then, the surgeon on duty told him to lie down. He and a handful of medics and doctors would find an office in the hospital to try catching snatches of sleep, but no rest came. Instead he stared up at the ceiling, listening to the voices from the surgical rooms, with images of the bleeding bodies burned into his brain, along with the calls of fear and pain from the patients. And he waited until the door burst back open and the next instruction came: “Wake up crew, we need your help,”

    Hank resorted to more basic lifelines for his patients, an alcohol rub on a hot rash or injection, ice to cool infections. He pressed a needle into the vein of those going into surgery to provide the plasma needed for the procedure until there was no plasma left. Hospital staff doled out iced tea for patients and staff alike. Food came while he was working, a sandwich or bowl of rice pressed into his hand while one patient was being removed, and before the next was deposited on the blood-soaked bed. They had run out of clean linens.

    As food supplies fell short, the patients were given priority, and the meals for medics, nurses, and doctors got smaller. They all complained, Hank remembered, but some complained more than others. He had grown up knowing the raw ache of an empty stomach. He’d always outlasted hunger as a boy, and he could meet hunger head-on now. That wasn’t true for them all. Some of them he found so spoiled when he arrived at Fort McKinley, he referred to them as the Candy Ass Kids—the group of medics who complained about army food and preferred to buy candy at the PX. That was when they could get their hands on candy, but those days were over now.

    It was the fear and confusion that overcame him though. The bombings, the gunfire from planes flying over the streets of Manila were becoming more frequent and it seemed likely now that the Japanese were going to take control of the city. Without a moment to wonder what was coming, he simply turned to the next patient in the unending stream of the sick and wounded.
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CHRISTMAS 1941

    BATAAN, THE PHILIPPINES

    By late December the fight for the Philippines seemed as if it had been raging for months, a lifetime. But the direction the war was taking in Manila was unmistakable. Japanese bombing raids had been relentless, sirens called mournfully at all hours, the streets were empty. By Christmas Eve American tanks and heavy artillery were pulling out. Hank could hear them rumbling down the street past Sternberg General Hospital. The battle line was shifting, and the US Army was preparing to withdraw American medical staff from Manila. With heavy fighting in the Peninsula of Bataan, these doctors, medics, and nurses would work in several field hospitals or forward aid stations near the battlefield.1

    The Japanese attacked aggressively and on December 23, General Douglas MacArthur, US commander in the Philippines, withdrew all American and Philippine forces to the Bataan Peninsula. The plan was to dig in and await reinforcements, but most of the food, ammunition, and other supplies that were supposed to be moved to Bataan never got there. MacArthur in the meantime moved his headquarters to Corregidor.

    So that night, on a Christmas that would be like no other, Hank and the other medical staff gathered in front of the hospital headquarters in a gloomy and dispirited group. The medics, doctors, and nurses were led by Lieutenant Colonel William Craig. As Hank watched the sway of palm fronds against the dark sky, he felt the fatigue of one sleepless night after another. His head ached and he shivered in the cool breeze. He had contracted malaria from the mosquitoes that swarmed the hospital. The quinine a doctor administered him the day before had helped, but not enough. Now standing at the hospital gate, he had the name of his destination: Bataan, but had no idea what to expect there. He summoned the patience of an enlisted man, waiting for the next directive. He knew Bataan was under siege, there was heavy fighting there, in the jungle at the foot of steep mountains. Philippine Scouts, newly trained Philippine troops, and the American military were defending the Island of Luzon against the onslaught of Japanese invaders. Already many of the injured he’d seen in recent days at Sternberg had come from this peninsula across the Manila Bay from their city. It seemed their injuries were the worst Hank had seen yet.
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