SANTO TOMAS PRISON CAMP, MANILA, P.I.

FEBRUARY, 1945

February 3, towards evening, after completing her work-shift in the chow line, Jeanette wrote, “About 4:45 this afternoon twelve American Navy planes flew over camp very low so people could see the silver star in the Navy circle and even the radio antennas! Thrilling! . . .” Apparently, the pilot on one of the planes dropped his goggles into camp with a message stuffed inside that read, “Roll out the barrel . . .” In that same entry, she wrote, “Tonight’s stew had beef flavor. The Japs gave us the head and some bones of one of the cows they killed. . . .”

Much later that same night and the next morning, she was able to add this ecstatic report:

Oh wonder of wonders! I can hardly believe it! The Americans have come! It’s too good to be true. Lizzy and I were discussing the events of the day, sitting on her bed in the room about 7:30 P.M. About 6:45 this evening we had noticed a lot of machine gun firing in the streets around camp. . . . We had seen tracer bullets. . . . Pretty soon after that all the Japs at the back gate dashed around to the . . . building and made us all go inside and threatened to shoot anyone looking out of windows. Then the main light switch for Manila was pulled and we were in total darkness until oil and kerosene lamps could be lit and placed in corridors.

Then Lizzy came and called me upstairs to watch the artillery flashes off in the direction of Parañaque, we thought. As we were looking at them, quite often we noticed a glow like that from flares, but they did not last long. Later we guessed it was caused by sudden flaring up of the fires all around. We constantly heard tanks. Now and then, we would remark about all the activity going on and wonder when our boys would really arrive. The optimists had said tomorrow, the pessimists Wednesday. . . .

Then Lizzy said, “Why, they might come tomorrow. Wouldn’t it be great?” And I said something about how great it would be not to have to answer roll call! But we knew we were only kidding. We really figured they would be here in a week, maybe.

Then, all of a sudden we heard a lot of trucks and saw a bright light flashing from the plaza direction. We dashed out in the hall.

Someone shouted, “They’re here!”

Lizzy and I grabbed each other and dashed down the hall, wondering if this was just another rumor, but game to see anyway. When we got to the main stairs, the lobby was packed with people, cheering madly, jumping up and down. As if in a daze, we joined the crowd and struggled to keep on both feet, like everyone else was doing. There were trucks in the plaza, and every time one would pass the door, we’d all cheer and clap, but I couldn’t really believe they were ours!

Then into the crowd came a real, honest-to-goodness American soldier! We cheered and cheered, dancing up and down, Lizzy wordless, and I could only say, “Oh, it is just wonderful! Isn’t it wonderful!”
Someone put the soldier on his shoulders and carried him through the frantic mob. Oh, the yelling, shouting, clamor was ear splitting! Liz and I, hand in hand, went outdoors and joined groups gathered around the soldiers, hanging on every word they said, speechless with awe!

The truck with a floodlight kept going up and down the plaza all the time while kids were being given rides on a little motorcar [jeep]. . . .
Back in the lobby again we watched wounded men [being] brought in on stretchers to the makeshift clinic where the Army nurses were working. Every soldier in the lobby had a circle of people around him, asking questions, taking autographs, congratulating, thanking. We found out that they [the tank-men] had landed in Lingayen six days ago and had been on the way here the last four days without stopping once. . . . This detachment was sent in advance, expressly to free us! They haven’t slept for four days. . . . They called it a “suicide ride.” They came, . . . taking by-paths and rice paddies instead of the main roads. . . . I finally got to bed at 3:30 A.M.
Darkness fell on a compound swirling with activity, excited voices, and danger. The iron behemoths of the 44th Tank Battalion wheeled about to turn their guns towards the street, to protect their wards from overwhelming Japanese numbers still in control of Manila.

At all cost, this pitifully small, highly mechanized force had the assignment of holding Santo Tomás until General Mudge could reach them with the main strength of the Division. It had been a costly mission thus far, and the cost was yet to rise.

