An Encounter with Diversity in the Philippines

by

Bill Beyer

In October 1946, I arrived in Manila as a new Second Lieutenant. I was 22 years old, fresh out of college and had barely 3 months of officer's training. My first experience in this foreign land was I came down with pneumonia. I was sent to the hospital for a month. (Our own Irene Arnold was a nurse in an adjacent hospital).

Upon my discharge from the hospital, I went to Camp O’Donnell, a former Japanese prison camp. I was given command of a company of 160 Phillipino soldiers and 4 Phillipino officers, all of whom were older and wiser than me and had more experience than me since they had been fighting the Japanese while I was still studying for exams in high school! All the soldiers had Spanish family names of the kind found in Northern New Mexico. 

The arrangement of native soldiers being put under the command of a homeland army officer was typical of the time. Back in the US, I would probably not be given such an enormous supervisory duty. The British, French, Dutch, and Portuguese all had such arrangements. This is an example of overt racism in that those in power believed that the locals could not possibly be put in positions of commands, and that a white officer, however inexperienced, was more desirable as a commanding officer.

One of the cultural differences is illustrated by the food we eat. In the morning the cook would cook enough rice for the soldiers to last all day. But he would cook special American foods for me. It was thoughtful of him and the food was good.

My soldiers and I had different cultures. This is demonstrated by an episode in which this difference resulted in a tragedy. The soldiers were paid $50 a month in cash. On one pay day Franklin Barreno, a soldier who was missing his front upper teeth, told his friends that he would be going home to give his money to his family. His home was about 50 miles away. Barreno offered to carry other soldiers' money to their families. Some of the soldiers accepted his offer and so he went home with several of his comrades' money but he did not return as he was supposed to.  The military police went after him and brought him back one night. He had used all the money to buy new gold front teeth for himself. I sent him to his tent and said I would take care of him in the morning. In the night the other soldiers beat him up and knocked out his gold teeth. I had not dreamt that something like this would happen to the man. In my upbringing, I was taught that you do not beat up people even when they hurt you. I was young and naïve and completely ignorant of this difference in our background. In retrospect, I should have put Barreno in protected custody pending investigation.

The soldier was court-marshaled and sentenced to 4 years in prison in California. Not only was this too harsh of a sentence, but it meant that the man was forcibly removed from his family, his country and his culture in order to serve this sentence.

I think I was dealing with a different culture, one that I did not understand. My inexperience left me feeling confused and powerless. I felt I paid a price for my ignorance.

