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The Bataan Death March
Blair Robinett et al.

In the months immediately after the December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor— as
Japanese Americans were being berded into internment camps— the Axis powers were on
the march. Hitler’s armies threatened Moscow and the Sue= Canal, while bis submarine
navy was sinking British and American ships far more rapidly than they could be replaced:
nearly 750,000 tons a month. In the Pacific, Fapan captured the key British naval base of
Singapore as well as Burma, most of the East Indies, and the Philippines, where General
Douglas MacArthur directed troops in a gallant but futile defense.

When the Philippine stronghold of Bataan fell on April 9, 1942, after a three-month
siege, Japanese soldiers forced their prisoners— about seventy thousand Americans and Fil-
ipinos—to evacuate quickly and without adequate food or water. Thousands died on this
infamous Bataan death march amid tortures and horrors that the Sollowing selections only
begin to describe.

The death march joined the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor as a Socus for many
Americans’ batred of all things Japanese. Most Americans believed that the cruelty was
deliberate and planned. In reality, as the bistorian Jobn Toland has written, “There
had been mo plan at all. About half of the prisoners rode in trucks . . . and suffered
little. Some who walked saw almost no brutalities and were fed, if not well, at least
occasionally. Yet others a mile bebind were starved, beaten and killed by brutal guards.”
Perhaps seven to ten thousand men died on the march, about 2,330 of them Americans.
The Fapanese generals, in Toland’s view, had seriously underestimated how many
soldiers bad surrendered as well as how sick and near starvation the prisoners already
were. Their responsibility for the general misery as well as the gratuitous violence
inflicted on the prisoners stemmed not from some deliberate plan but from indif-

ference to suffering, the habitual brutality of the Japanese Army (officers routinely beat
enlisted men), and the Fapanese officers’ lack of control over their own soldiers.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
1. What evidence can you find in the readings to corroborate or disprove
John Toland’s view of how the death march occurred?
2. How would you try to explain the way the guards acted?
3. How did the prisoners whose accounts you will read survive the march?

Donald Knox, Death March: The Survivors of Bataan (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981),
122-39.
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PFC. BLAIR ROBINETT
Company C, 803d Engineers

My group came up the road from Mariveles another half mile or so when a Jap
soldier stepped out, came across, and took my canteen out of its cover. He took a
drink, filled his canteen out of mine, poured the rest of my water on the ground,
and dropped the canteen at my feet. I thought he was going to walk back to the
line of Jap troops standing across the road, so I bent over to pick up my canteen.
But he turned around and hit me on the head with his rifle butt. Put a crease in
the top of my head that I sdll have. [ fell face down on the cobblestones. I
crawled back up to my knees, debating whether to pick up the canteen again. I
figured the best course of action was to stand up and leave the canteen alone.
Soon as the Jap troops moved off, I squatted down and picked it up. A little later
a Jap soldier came over to one of the lieutenants out of our company, and when
he found out his canteen was empty he beat the lieutenant to his knees with the
canteen. Just kept slapping him back and forth across the face.

We moved down the ridge a ways when we saw this GIL. He was sick. I fig-
ured he had come out of the hospital that was in tents out under the trees. He
was wobbling along, uneasy on his feet. There were Japanese infantry and tanks
coming down the road alongside us. One of these Jap soldiers, I don’t know
whether he was on our side or if he deliberately came across the road, but he
grabbed this sick guy by the arm and guided him to the middle of the road.
Then he just flipped him out across the road. The guy hit the cobblestone
about five feet in front of a tank and the tank pulled on across him. Well, it
killed him quick. There must have been ten tanks in that column, and every one
of them came up there right across the body. When the last tank left there was
no way you could tell there’d ever been a man there. But his uniform was em-
bedded in the cobblestone. The man disappeared, but his uniform had been
pressed until it had become part of the ground.

Now we knew, if there had been any doubts before, we were in for a bad time.

CPL. HUBERT GATER

200th Coast Artillery

Suddenly the hill rocked under us. There was a roar to the left, to the right, and
then several back to our rear. The Japs had moved their field guns into position
around us on Cabcaben Field.

“Why the dirty bastards!” the man next to me said. “They’re using us as a
shield to fire on Corregidor.” It was true. We should have realized then what to
expect as their prisoners.

A flight of Jap bombers were flying over Corregidor. Our officers cau-
tioned us not to watch them because if our anti-aircraft fire hit any of them we
would cheer in spite of ourself. Our chief worry was, would Corregidor return
fire on the guns that surrounded us?

Corregidor didn’t, but a gunboat out in the Bay did. I don’t know the size
of the shells; they were some smaller than our 3-inch. The first shell was to our
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right. Apparently, a dud. It skidded through the grass and set it on fire. Some of
the men flattened out; others stood up ready to run to cover. Our officers mo-
tioned us down. There were a lot of Japs around us now.

The second shell burst to the rear and center of us. At the time I thought it
had hit some of our men. A Jap soldier got part of his chin tore off. He was a
terrible looking sight running around, evidently half out of his mind. From chin
to waist he was covered with blood.

A young Jap officer who had been silently watching us motioned with his
hand for us to take cover. About 300 of us ran across Cabcaben Field to get be-
hind a hill. The rest ran the other way, up the road.

SGT. RALPH LEVENBERG

17th Pursuit Squadyron

Eventually they started to systematically put us in groups of about 100 or so and
marched us off. There were one, two, sometimes four guards, you never knew.

I 'was fortunate in two respects. First, I had a new pair of shoes, and second,
I had some chlorine pills. The shoes I had kept with me ever since we left the
barracks outside Manila, and the chlorine I had just managed to pick up. I don’t
know why, maybe because of my upbringing, I was taught to be protective of
my physical being. I was therefore able from time to time, when we stopped
near a creek which had dead bodies and horses floating in it, to get some water
and purify it with the chlorine.

One of the tricks the Japs played on us— thought it was funny, too—was
when they would be riding on the back of a truck, they would have these long
black snake whips, and they’d whip that thing out and get some poor bastard by
the neck or torso and drag him behind their truck. *Course if one of our guys
was quick enough he didn’t get dragged too far. But, if the Japs got a sick guy. . . .

CAPT. MARK WOHLFELD

27th Bombardment Group

We were all mixed up— privates, officers, Scout officers, 31st Infantry, 192d
Tank Battalion, 200th New Mexico Coast Artillery—just a jumbled mass of
humanity.

My group stopped at a small bridge up above Cabcaben to let some Jap
horse artillery through. They were in a real hurry to get these guns in place and
start on Corregidor. Right behind the artillery there arrived a great big 1942
Cadillac equipped with a freshly cut wooden camera platform attached to the
roof. As soon as they saw us they stopped and the cameraman jumped out and
placed his tripod and camera on the platform. He had his big box camera which
he looked down into. A white-shirted Japanese interpreter staged us for the
cameraman. He told us to line up and put our hands over our heads. We should
look depressed and dejected. That wasn’t hard. The cameraman took his pic-
tures and started back down the road in his Cadillac towards Corregidor, while
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we started marching in the other direction. That picture eventually appeared in
Life magazine.

An hour or so later we halted and fell out near a ditch where there were
about five dead Filipinos lying around. They looked like swollen rag dolls. T
used a handkerchief knotted at the four corners to keep the sun from my head. I
asked the Japanese guard, part talk, part pantomime, “Can I have a helmet?
Dead, Filipino. Sun, hot, hot.” He finally gave in, but I wondered whether he’d
shoot me when I got as far as the ditch: “Fuck it, I'll try it.” There was this dead
Filipino lying there, and because his face was so puffed up I could only barely
manage to get the chin strap off. He was full of maggots and flies. T finally got
the helmet off and wiped out the inside with a part of his uniform that wasn’t
soiled. Then I hung it from my belt so it would dry. Who cared for germs at a
time like that? T came back from the ditch and sat next to Major Small. “Boy,”
he said, “could I stand a Coca-Cola now.” I started thinking about my girlfriend
then. She worked in Grand Central Station in a real estate office, and T knew
she used to go downstairs on her break and get a nice Coke with lots of ice
chips in it. I started to take the helmet off my belt and put it on my head, when
I noticed the dead Filipino had scratched the name Mary in his helmet liner.
The amazing thing was my girlfriend’s name was also Mary!

After a column of trucks carrying landing craft passed us, we resumed our
march. We fell in behind another group marching out. We’d gone a little far-
ther when we pulled off to the side of the road again to let some trucks roll by.
Some of our young guys started asking the Japs whether they could have a drink
of water. T looked to my right and saw a buffalo wallow about fifty yards off the
road. It looked like green scum. The guards started to laugh and said. “O.K.,
O.K.” So all these kids, eighteen or nineteen year old enlisted men, run for the
water and began drowning each other trying to get a drink. The Japs thought it
was hilarious. I noticed at the end of the scum some others drinking through
handkerchiefs, thinking that would filter the bacteria out. Finally, a Japanese of-
ficer came along and began shouting at the men in the water. There must have
been fifty of them, and they scattered and ran back for the road. That wasn’t the
end of it. This officer found some Jap soldiers who had been watching us and
ordered them to pull out of the line any Americans who had water stains on
their uniforms. When we marched out, after a short while we heard shooting
behind us.

That night when we stopped, most of us had had no water all day. Our
tongues were thick with dust. We had come into this abandoned barrio and
were now sitting in a field. My small group was made up of some senior officers,
even a few full colonels. I noticed one, Col. Edmund Lillie, who had been my
reserve unit instructor back in the States ten years before. T went up to him, but
of course he didn’t remember me. We started to talk and began wondering how
we could get some water. There was an artesian well near us that had water
dribbling out of it, but we were afraid that we’d be shot if we went to get any.
Desperate as we were, Colonel Lillie asked a guard whether we could go and
get water. 'The Jap agreed. Most of these officers did not have canteens, but I
spotted an old pail, and since I was only a captain, I went over to get it. Inside




226

“THE AMERICAN CENTURY”

the pail, stuck to the bottom, was some dried manure. “Maybe I can rinse it
out,” I said. Lillie told me, “Don’t waste the water rinsing it, just fill it up.”
When I got to the well, one of the Jap guards kept urging me to hurry up. As
soon as I got as much as I could, without running the risk of being bayoneted, I
came back to the group. There wasn’t much water in the pail, but it was some-
thing. Lillie told us we could each have only one full mouthful before we passed
the pail to the next man. In those days an officer’s word meant something, so
that’s just what we did. Each of us took one full gulp. That way there was
enough for everyone.

CAPT. LOYD MILLS
Company C, 57th Infantry, Philippine Scouts

The nights were the worst times for me. We walked all day, from early morn-
ing until dusk. Then we were put into barbed-wire enclosures in which the
conditions were nearly indescribable. Filth and defecation all over the place.
The smell was terrible. These same enclosures had been used every night, and
when my group got to them, they were covered by the filth of five or six
nights.

I had dysentery pretty bad, but I didn’t worry about it because there wasn’t
anything you could do about it. You didn’t stop on “the March” because you
were dead if you did. They didn’t mess around with you. You didn’t have time
to pull out and go over and squat. You would just release wherever you were.
Generally right on yourself, or somebody else if they happened to be in your
way. There was nothing else to do. Without food it was water more than any-
thing. It just went through me . . . bang.

I was in a daze. One thing I knew was that I had to keep going. I was
young, so I had that advantage over some of the older men. I helped along the
way. If someone near you started stumbling and looked like he was going to
fall, you would try to literally pick him up and keep him going. You always
talked to them. Tried to make them understand that if they fell they were

gone. ’Course, there was nothing you could do about the people who fell in
the back.

STAFF SGT. HAROLD FEINER
17th Ordnance Company, Provisional Tank Group

I don’t know if the guards were Korean or Taiwanese. I was so miserable on
that Death March that I couldn’t tell you what they were. I know one thing
about them, though—they were mean, sadistic, brutal. And yet, on “the
March” I was befriended.

I had been hit at Cabcaben and had a piece of Corregidor shrapnel in my
leg. It was the size of a piece of pencil lead and was laying along my shinbone. I
had wrapped an old white towel around it and had managed to walk about fif-
teen miles, but I was getting weaker and more feverish the further I went. I was
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in bad shape. Guys had to help me. They would kind of hold onto me. If you
fell, you were dead. They bayoneted you right away. No bullshit! If you fell,
bingo, you were dead.

We finally stopped for the night near a small stream and I laid down. About
an hour later this guy comes crawling along. He looked like an Italian, swarthy,
kind of muscular. “Hey, fellows, any of you guys need any help?” he was whis-
pering. “I'm a doctor.” Didn’t give us his name. When he got to me, he stopped
and I told him about my leg. Just then a young guard saw us and came over. The
first thing they did was hit you with their rifle butts. He spoke atrocious English
and he yelled for us to separate. The doctor kept talking, and asked him would it
be all right if he took the shrapnel out of my leg. “Wait, wait, wait,” and he ran
out into the road to see if anyone was coming. Then he came back and said,
“Hurry, hurry.” I remember the doctor saying, “Soldier, this is going to hurt. If
you can take it, I'll get it out.” He never had to worry about me hurting. As soon
as he touched it, bam, I passed out. He took it out and wrapped a hand towel
around my shin. When he left he said, “Yeah, well, I hope to God you make it.
God bless you.” He disappeared and I never got to know his name.

The Jap guard came up to me during the night and gave me a cup of sweet-
ened chocolate, tasted like milk. T hadn’t had any food and no water for days. I
didn’t speak one single word of Japanese then, but he could speak a little
English, but with a really horrible accent. “Someday me go Hollywood, me go-
ing to be movie star.” That’s the way he talked. He made me laugh. All through
the night he gave me something, because he knew I needed strength. In the
morning he was gone. His squad had been replaced by another. The orders
were given, “Everybody up, up, up.” We got in line and I found I couldn’t walk.
My leg hurt so much. Some guys held me up and I was carried about 100 feet to
the road. There we were told to stop and sit down. Then we were told to get
up. We waited about a half an hour before we were permitted to sit down again.
Then we were turned around and marched back to where we started. Wait . . .
rest...wait...march ... turn around. .. go back. We did this the whole day.
I never had to walk, and by the time we started out the next day I had enough
strength to limp along on my own. I'm not a religious man, but God said keep
those men there, we want to save that man. I don’t know what it was. I know T
wouldn’t have made it, if T had to march that day.




	scan20
	scan21
	scan22
	scan23
	scan24
	scan25

