Chapter One

Tom Wilcox peered into the murky night, leaning over the rusty railing of the cargo ship as it plodded through the choppy waters. Layers of ominous clouds blocked the moon and the stars, as if the heavens had yet to decide whether to unleash a full storm. The salt spray that sent icy pinpricks against Tom’s face told him that it was a restless sea. He wished his eyes could cut through the black night, but it was too dark to make out the size of the waves that were rocking the ship, and he could only guess at the levels of the turbulence below.

As he snuggled more tightly into an oversized military overcoat, he also wished he could see however vaguely the future that was about to unfold. He had an uneasy feeling, quite unlike what preceded previous trips and adventures, even that time when he sojourned in Spain. This voyage was to a strange new land, with a mission to discover secrets and ferret out possibilities, not just for himself this time, but for his country as well. His assignment had given him the freedom to roam, but he worried about the extent to which this freedom would be curtailed by his duty. And he knew that just as unease and uncertainty could be portents of exciting developments, they often portended danger, too.

The lumbering ship did not seem to mind the black of night or the anger of the waves as it cut its way in a straight line through the largest ocean in the world. Crude man-made vessels were only now starting to disturb the immense waters and graceful sea life of the Pacific. Funny, Tom thought, the ocean did not seem too pacific that night. The Foreboding Ocean, perhaps, or the Mysterious Ocean, the Endless Ocean, even the Ocean of Sickness (for he was just recovering from that deadly combination of seasickness and scurvy) -- but not the Pacific Ocean.

In any case, it was getting too cold to stay on deck. He thought he would marvel at cloudless, starry nights of warm balmy air as the ship approached the Orient, but this desolate February night of 1896 felt more like winter than summer. The overcoat protected Tom well enough from the cold, but he did not care for this kind of chill. His torso was sweating from too much wool while his feet and legs were numb from the cold. It was not at all like the crisp invigorating winters of his boyhood in Kansas; rather it recalled the winters spent in dank cellars during his student days in Europe.

Tom shrugged listlessly and turned his back on the gusty winds to go below deck and head for the bunk that served as a bed during the long journey across the ocean.  

He heard the commotion before he happened upon it. As he squinted to make his way down the bleak gray corridor at the bottom of the stairwell, he heard the sound of drunken laughter and dull thuds, and caught the smell of vomit and cheap liquor — the familiar trademark of shipboard violence born of boredom. Tom had no intention of getting involved, but he had to pass through a corridor where three burly American seamen were raining blows on a scrawny brown-skinned lad. Tom recognized the hapless victim as the Filipino who served as the mess dishwasher.

Tom was not looking for action, but something, some vague image of the past, triggered him to join the fray. He grabbed a walking stick that had been used by the American with graying mutton-chop sideburns and deftly delivered two swift smacks to the legs of the nearest attacker, instantly dropping him. The other two assailants stopped their drunken flurry and stared in disbelief as their companion howled in pain.  

It wasn’t Tom’s skill that stunned them, although there was obvious prowes in his handling of the cane. It was the odd sight of this small American in an oversized military coat assaulting a compatriot in defense of an insignificant brownskin. It just didn’t make sense.

But their pause was momentary. The two were upon the meddler in an instant. Tom deftly sidestepped the first attacker and brought the walking stick up squarely between the legs of the brawny one still lunging forward. By then the third ruffian had recovered from his blows and lurked waiting for the right moment, a bottle in hand. Size and weight did matter, after all, as did numbers. As Tom aimed his cane at the fellow with the sideburns, the lanky and agile youngest member of the trio smacked his wine bottle on Tom’s head.  

“Stop that shit!” bellowed Metcalfe, the ship’s captain, striding forward to break up the melee. “Go back to your bunks and stay there if you want to get drunk!”  He was disturbed to see poor Empong, his dishwasher, all bloodied up and crumpled on the floor, like the dishrags he handled daily.

Recognizing Tom, Metcalfe said, “Ah, Lieutenant, you were supposed to be no trouble. And you ought to know better, using your military skills to defend a Flip. Why, he isn’t even worth fighting for.” And turning to the seamen, “And you idiots! Get the hell out of here! This type is not even worth beating up, for God’s sake!”

Sensing that everyone was too tired, drunk, or sleepy to get back into the fight, Captain Metcalfe turned on his heels and walked away. Another interruption of his sleep late at night. Another thing with these Filipinos. Not worth defending, yeah; but not worth beating up either. Who else would clean up those greasy pots and pans? Filipinos, worthless, but not entirely useless.

The American seamen skulked away to nurse their bruises and hangovers in their crowded quarters. Tom realized the fight was over, and remained sitting in a corner, trying hard not to lose consciousness, while nursing a large lump on his head from Mr. Lanky’s bottle.

Bloodied but conscious, Empong slowly crawled over to Tom. “Tenk you, ser.  Salamat,” he murmured.

Tom smiled wanly and took a good look at the boy, whose features seemed to belie a generosity bred of ageless Asian fatalism that shone through his eyes. 

“Walang anuman,” Tom muttered, somehow managing to dig up a few Tagalog words from distant memories.

Empong’s slanted eyes widened. Despite the American’s accent, he recognized Tagalog when it was spoken. It dawned upon him that his savior’s handling of the cane was classic arnis, which he himself had studied as a boy. He guessed that this white man had been to Manila before.

“Bumabalik kayo sa Maynila?” But sensing that Tom, still dazed, could not really understand him, Empong repeated, “You go back Manila?”

Tom smiled and shook his head. “Never been there. My first time.”

Empong was puzzled, but there was a bigger question he could not contain: “Ser, bakit, why did you help me?”

Tom was in no shape to answer. The growing bulge on his head was easily winning the battle for attention over the bilingual conversation. As he faded in and out of consciousness, Tom’s mind wandered across the oceans and through the years.






- o -

The scene was eerily familiar. There he was, with a lump on his forehead from an unfriendly wine bottle, the result of another drunken brawl. Only this time, he was the victim, the target of a gang of Spanish youths who did not take kindly to his gringo demeanor.

And yet it was an altogether different setting. It was 1892, four years previous, with a warm summer evening descending on an outdoor café at a sidewalk in Madrid. Tom had just made the ocean voyage across the Atlantic to Barcelona and gone on to the capital, an eager student of the melodic Spanish language he loved, and thirsty for the waters of history and culture that only a European sojourn can offer. Only later would he realize how muddy those waters would be.

He really had no business being out at four past midnight, when Madrid’s cafes and clubs were still exuberantly alive with hardy Castillan student revelers. But he enjoyed the lateness of the hour and the spirited Spanish toasts and laughter above the clinking of the wine glasses and bottles. He loved being part of the pre-dawn Spanish summer scene, imagining these robust estudiantes, most of them bigger and brawnier than he was, as the descendants of the great conquistadores he had read about back home in Kansas. So this was the Old World!

A particularly handsome group of five students was drinking heavily at a nearby table. It was of course the prettier of the two doe-eyed señoritas in their midst that caught Tom’s eye. He wondered if Queen Isabela had looked anything like that when she was a young princess. The caballeros looked friendly enough. But then Tom experienced his first clash with a culture different than his.  

“Buenas noches.  Howdy, I’m from America!” he said cheerily as he moved over to join the group, brimming with what he thought was winsome American openness and friendliness. He didn’t realize that for the estudiantes, his bold approach epitomized the arrogant impudence of uneducated interlocutors from the New World. He thought he was reaching out; they thought he was intruding, especially as they noticed his unwelcome appreciation of the pretty señorita.  

“?Que quieres, gringo?  !Dejanos en paz, hombre!”

Not understanding, Tom moved his chair over and kept talking. Needless to say, the Spanish and the English languages did not mix, and the wine helped misinterpret Tom’s friendly overtures for impunity, which led to contact of a different kind, with the wine bottle finally bestowing the forehead lump.

More lumps would have been forthcoming, since Tom was clearly outnumbered, but as the burly students converged on him, there materialized a picaresque vision, incongruous to the space and time around him.

As if by magic, six short, spry, brown-skinned Orientals appeared from the back of the café, and put an admirably scientific stop to the ruckus. They were overly dressed for summer, still with their long dark coats, kerchief ties, hats and canes, but they projected a confident air of knowing Madrid and themselves well. On this occasion, that confidence translated itself into the deft use of their canes with the practiced finer points of European fencing as well as Asian arnis. The display aimed to save the gringo.

The bigger, younger but drunker Spanish estudiantes were outclassed and outfought, but not outnumbered, as more and more caballeros joined the melee.  Marcelo, the oldest of the Orientals, had the foresight to extricate himself from the fray early enough to hail a passing carriage, into which he now beckoned and dragged his comrades in, along with their newfound American friend.

Tom held his forehead and tried to think despite his headache as he bounced around in the dark carriage. He could not imagine a stranger band of rescuers. Judging from their sincere concern and the polite Spanish they used to address him, these overdressed foreigners were obviously intellectuals,

Why did they take the trouble to save him? Was it because they wanted to show off their martial arts skills? They did not seem particularly bellicose. Was it because they hated the Spaniards? But then they seemed at home with the culture, and certainly with the language. Was it because he, too, was a foreigner like them?

Indeed, that is what it was. Tom had come from the New World, from America — the heady world of reckless democracy and almost irresponsible freedom. The concept of independence inflamed this group of serious intellectuals. They wanted to know how to acquire it for themselves, and if it really worked. As his new friends nursed him back to health, Tom in turn learned many new things.  

He learned the name of their country: Filipinas, curiously named for an obscure Spanish prince named Philip. He was told the history of this loose collection of islands strung up like jewels along the edge of the vast Pacific, peopled by the gentle if naïve Malay-Polynesian seafarers and endowed with tropical nature’s abundance. He learned of the anguish gripping the minds and hearts of the educated class in the far-flung archipelago. He heard about their intense struggle against the decaying colonization that was eating away at the very soul of their land.

Tom’s newfound friends insisted on hosting him for a week to make sure the injury was no more serious than a nasty lump. They lived along Calle Segundina in the student quarter, right next to Puerta del Sol and not too far from Universidad de Madrid. They had all managed to find rooms within adjacent old pension buildings.  From the look of things — books, papers, ashtrays filled with cigarette butts, wine bottles strewn everywhere, and a perpetual haze of cigarette smoke -- it was obvious that their quarters were used as much for long discussions and arguments as they were for sleeping and eating. Still, Tom found himself reasonably comfortable amidst the clutter and the musty old furniture. This strange band of friends and their intense debates fascinated him.  

The group in turn enjoyed the novelty of playing host to an American. He had the white complexion and facial features of a European, but his shock of red hair and his short stature set him apart.  He was clean-shaven except for a pencil-thin moustache framing his upper lip. He seemed friendly enough, perhaps even too friendly, and eager to practice his inadequate Spanish at every opportunity. He was quick to pick up on their interests, taking up smoking and asking for lessons in the Philippine martial art of arnis, which he had seen so deftly used. They found him willing to talk about life and freedom in America, but were genuinely surprised when he seemed less concerned about the impact of the war against the British than what he called the unfinished Civil War. He spoke with passion about the continuing prejudice against the Negro, the abolitionist movement in which his own father was involved, and the genocidal campaign against American Indians in the Plains states from which he came. No, he had said, independence from the British was only the first step toward true freedom.

Even when he became well enough to return to his pension, Tom found himself a frequent visitor to Calle Segundina. He occasionally joined the Filipino expatriates’ sorties into the Spanish bars, read and discussed their position papers and propaganda leaflets, slowly improved his Spanish, practiced the rudiments of arnis with them, and got to know each one of them quite well.

Tom’s favorite in the group was Marcelo del Pilar, the carriage capturer and oldest member of the group. The avuncular guide was himself drawn to Tom, finding in him a fresh and avid listener. Marcelo had been in Spain ten years by then, having fled Manila after being accused of treason for his secret meetings and publications urging reforms. In Madrid, he had continued his crusade, organizing the young Filipino intellectuals, lobbying Spanish authorities for greater autonomy and reform, and publishing the weekly La Solidaridad to keep the reform flame alive.

Soon after his rescue, Tom had read an open letter to the Spanish parliament, the Cortes, in La Solidaridad, in which Marcelo argued passionately about the readiness of the Philippine people for greater autonomy and self-governance. Impressed by the eloquent essay, Tom questioned Marcelo on what whether it had any effect at all on the cause they were propagating in Spain. They were having a late evening meal in Marcelo’s pension house, and had swept aside stacks of crudely printed propaganda materials on the large table to sit down and eat.

“Well, my friend, I wish I had a definite answer to that. I have been here a long time, and have tirelessly argued our case with anyone who will listen. I can only hope I will eventually be heard,” Marcelo answered as he brought out a steaming dish of paella. Tom was to learn that rice was the indispensable staple of every Filipino meal.

“Would it not be better to argue your case before the Spanish authorities in Manila?” Tom asked.

“I tried that many years ago, but it is in the interest of the overlords over there to keep as much control as they can. You should see how they live, Tom, all the servants, food, and pleasures they can think of — they could never have a life as good over here. That is why the change must originate from here. Tell me, my friend, when you struggled against England, did you not also have to send delegations to London to plead your cause there?”

“Yes, we did, but finally we had to win our independence in American battlefields, not in British halls of parliament. Of course, I do not know enough about your country to suggest a bloody revolution.”

“Ah, we must talk about the similarities between your struggles and ours. It is true that my colleagues here are more impatient for change than I am, and we constantly argue about whether peaceful reform will ever come. We continue suffering abuses back home and our cries fall on deaf ears — that makes the siren call of an armed uprising very tempting to my colleagues. But I am old and tired now, and am not sure I am the type that could be useful for such a radical strategy.”

“From your writings, Marcelo, I would match your passion and conviction with those of any young man.  Maybe you are exactly the kind of leader the Philippines needs back home.”

“That may be. But I am not as reckless as I used to be. You know, Tom, in my younger days in Manila, I did crazy things. I even had a secret printing press mounted on a moving train caboose. The Spaniards never found it and could not fathom where the subversive materials were coming from.”  He smiled at the recollection, then continued, “But one cannot afford to be reckless in a revolution. Anyway, Tom, I am not alone in this. There are many others, both here and in Manila, who share the same conviction. It is a matter of time, my friend. Things will change and we will prevail. I only hope to live to see that day.”

Tom also befriended the other members of the group. One of the more impatient ones was the young firebrand who had led the group in the fray, Juan Luna.  He was as different from Marcelo as could be. He was brash, impudent and handsome, proudly sporting a meticulously trimmed moustache. He had, too, an exalted opinion of himself, just like many artists of that day, but his fiery gaze betrayed an enormous talent that far exceeded his fancied self-portrayal. Tom marveled at the speed and passion with which Juan Luna churned out masterpieces of oil on canvas in those Madrid pensiones, whenever he was not out carousing with women.

There was his studious brother Antonio Luna, forever poring over military maps and Spanish translations of the war annals of his hero Napoleon Bonaparte. He was the least friendly among the group; yet he respected Tom’s military background and spent many patient hours teaching the American visitor the finer points of arnis, even lending Tom his own bamboo cane. Over the course of the lessons, they exchanged not only blows and bruises, but also opinions and ideas on the feasibility of armed struggle and guerrilla tactics in the overthrow of a colonizer.

Tom heard a lot about another member of the group whom he did not meet in Madrid. The colleague they called Pepe had returned to Manila, at great risk to his safety, armed with the second of his two novels, El Filibusterismo, a highly inflammatory and subversive depiction of abusive Spanish rule. But his comrades always spoke respectfully about their genius of a friend, who was obviously the source of many of their ideas and insights, as well as of their problems and dilemmas. He was indisputably their intellectual leader, however mired he seemed to have been in trying to settle arguments between those who advocated reform campaigns and those who clamored for armed overthrow. Tom wondered if he ever would meet this Pepe, this Jose Rizal.  

 




  - o -

Back in the Pacific, as Tom regained consciousness, he found Empong tending to his lump in much the same way Marcelo had in the speeding Spanish carriage. Now he knew why he had helped Empong — he was merely repaying a four-year-old debt. He realized that he was back in his old bunk, to which the still bloody Empong, oblivious to his own pains, had managed to carry him.

Tom took a second look at his diminutive new friend. The Filipino features were those he remembered — the olive skin, the slanted but not quite chinky eyes, the pronounced cheekbones, the light frame, the short stature. But this Filipino seemed nothing like the Indios Bravos, as his sophisticated and intellectual Madrid friends had come to be known. The unassuming Empong epitomized the masses back home that they often spoke about, their countrymen who had not had the privilege of education, and who remained unaware of their own ignorance and of the struggles that lay ahead.  

Tom had been given a task to size up the Philippines, but before even setting foot on it, he was already confused. Who were the true Filipinos? The educated, dedicated rebel sons of the ruling class in Madrid, or the simple crewmen in Pacific freighters, selfless and humble of station, but with no seeming need for self esteem or a better state in life?

Empong roused him from his reflections. “Ser, we are coming. Manila, you can see now.”

Tom got up, steadied himself long enough to take off the oversized Scout uniform, grabbed Empong’s arm and allowed himself to be guided to the upper deck.  It must have been about five in the afternoon, Tom surmised, as ripe golden rays rained on him above deck.

Shimmering on the horizon was the approaching silhouette of Manila — an impressive cathedral tower, the ramparts of an imposing fort, the open mouth of a large river, all surrounded by lush tropical foliage. Tom could not have chosen a better time of day to behold this spectacle. The sun was just beginning its descent over Manila Bay, and its westward rays painted the city’s landmarks in myriad hues of yellow, gold and amber.

Tom had not expected this. He realized that after a journey of several weeks over land and sea, he had never formed an image of Manila in his mind. He could not have imagined this, anyway.  

Certain things may have been predictable, or at least hardly surprising. As the ship docked, he noted the sea of welcoming faces, all brown-skinned and doe-eyed, all with a shock of pure black hair. Not a single blonde, or redhead; even the older people did not seem to grey as they ought to. He noticed with some relief that the natives were small on the average; in that regard, he would not be out of place here. He did spot a tall lad hovering in the distance, half stooping as if hoping not to be too conspicuous. Tom would eventually remember this first sighting of the young fellow he would come to know as Paulito, which the subject preferred to the nickname Palito or Toothpick, as everyone else called him.

But other things were certainly not predictable. As he left the pier and walked into the city with a grateful Empong still at his side, gladly carrying his bags and military coat, Tom became more and more exasperated over how misinformed his superiors were. He was given to expect a settlement of near savages, a trading outpost for quick and dirty commerce with natives, or a mere gateway to the rich natural resources of China.

But this was no outpost; this was a city. There was the Ayuntamiento, the Governor General’s seat of power, standing majestically alongside the imposing Cathedral bordering the city’s neatly manicured central Plaza. There were cobbled and paved roads, even streetcars. There was the University of Santo Tomas, which Tom would learn had been established thirty years earlier than Harvard, his own country’s first university. The sounds of horse-drawn carriages, called carromatas, over cobblestones and the clanging of passing streetcars mixed incongruously with the murmur of the Tagalog and Spanish spoken in the streets. At one point, the cathedral bells pealed and the city came to a standstill; a hush came over the streets and everyone stopped in their tracks. Empong pointed out that the Angelus prayer every evening at six was religiously observed in this Catholic country.

And it certainly did not feel like Asia. It reminded him more of the Spanish settlements he had heard about in Mexico and South America, so prevalent was the Spanish influence. Instead of the wooden or thatched houses he expected to see, he was confronted with streets lined with stone and brick houses, different only in that the upper floors were constructed with wood and had windows with thin opaque capiz panels, made from mother-of-pearl shells. And it seemed far more sophisticated than any of the rustic hispanic California towns he had passed through on his way over, except that most people were brown, not white. The air hung heavy and humid from the tropical sun, and yet everyone seemed curiously overdressed -- the gentrified men in proper long pants, top hats and either formal coats or delicate long-sleeved shirts embroidered from almost transparent fibers the ladies in full-length sayas and cream-colored blusas with even more elaborate embroidery. 

He resolved to take mental notes on his observations in preparation for his first report to Washington.

There were surprisingly few Spaniards in the streets, considering the control and power they wielded. Over centuries of colonization, they had learned to keep their numbers or certainly their visibility down, except on occasions where presence was useful, as in military pageants or during religious rituals.

Tom did notice, however, an abundance of children in the streets, either with adults or shepherding younger siblings. “Why aren’t the children in school, Empong?” he asked.

“Ay, school, it is only for children of the ilustrados, ser, those who work for the Peninsulares, the Spanish.”

Just then, Tom spotted a toddler who had stopped in the middle of busy Avenida Victoria to pick up something. The little girl sat down right between the worn streetcar tracks and stared back at the strange-looking, redheaded foreigner across the street.

Spotting a streetcar coming, Tom moved fast. He made a valiant dash for the toddler, and swept her up in his arms to safety on the far side of the street. Feeling pleased with himself, he looked around for the girl’s guardian, only to find bemused expressions from the crowd. To his chagrin, he saw the threatening streetcar slow down and turn left a good distance before the spot where the girl was playing.  Apparently the streetcar line on was no longer in use in that area.

To add to his embarrassment, he saw approaching a beautiful lady with obvious irritation in her face. Presumably, she was the child’s mother.  

“Señor, es mi hija, por favor.” Their eyes met as he hastily returned the child to her arms. As he handed her over, he was struck by the composure and the dignity of this young woman. She was tall for a Filipina, about as tall as he was, but she had that unmistakably olive-skinned, smooth complexion. Clad in a meticulously neat saya and with her hair in a tight bun, she displayed a confident bearing that told him she must be from the conservative upper class. But there was nothing conservative about the fire in her hazel brown eyes. And as he looked into those eyes, he sensed, even then, that this would not be just a casual meeting.

“I’m terribly sorry. I meant no harm.”  

“Oh, you are not a Spaniard,” she replied, in correct English, but with a peculiar Filipino-Spanish accent. The fire in her eyes turned into a pleasant glow in an instant.

“No, I am American, and I have just arrived in your country. I hope to get to know your country, and to get to know people like you. My name is Tom, by the way, Tom Wilcox.” He surprised himself with his sudden volubility. He was normally reticent.

But the beautiful lady in front of him, toddler under one arm, did not take offense. She smiled pleasantly, and without offering her name in return, let alone her hand, simply turned and walked back across the street. Tom stayed rooted, unsure if he should follow. 

Empong watched all this with great amusement as he sat on the curb with the tall lad Tom remembered seeing at the harbor. “Ser, she did not like you?”  

Tom was still mesmerized. He hardly noticed Empong’s attempt at teasing him. Just now, nothing would be more disastrous to him than, having established a mere thread of a bond, to lose it altogether. “Empong , we have to find out who she is!  Let us follow her.”

“No need, ser.” Empong motioned to his tall companion, “My cousin here, Palito, know who she is. Ser, he even know where she lives. Very near here, corner of Calle Solana, in front of Casimiro house. Casimiro family know Palito.”

Palito came to his feet and incongruously towered over Tom even as he bowed his head in respect. “I am Paulito Dukut… Paulito, ser, not Palito,” he mumbled, while looking crossly at Empong. “And that lady is from del Pilar family. She is Señorita Coring.”

Del Pilar! Could it be the same family of his dear friend from Spain, Marcelo? What a double find! A direct contact with the old group from Spain, and a beautiful lady who was definitely worth getting to know better.

Aware that he should not act too hastily, Tom enlisted Empong and Palito to do some reconnaissance work. He needed to know who her husband was, whether Marcelo was perhaps her husband’s uncle, how she learned English, whether he could visit, and so on. He knew that this was not exactly the kind of information he had benn tasked to gather. In fact, his training had drummed into his mind how dangerous any romantic interest could be when conducted during an investigative mission. Somehow he brushed those concerns aside. In the meantime, he needed to find a place to settle in, and begin his business  in Manila.

Through Palito, Tom discovered that the Casimiro house, within the walled city of Intramuros, had a spare room that was available. It was an ideal location, along Avenida Victoria, just four blocks from the Manila Cathedral and the governor’s Ayuntamiento, and at the corner of a busy cross street, Calle Solana. The room would be one of two commonly reserved for visiting guests in the entresuelo, the low-ceilinged mezzanine floor just below the second floor. The head of the household had just passed away, leaving the residence to his two daughters: Amparo, recently married to a landed physician, to whose hometown in Mexico, Pampanga she had just moved; and Consuelo, an eccentric spinster who remained alone in the big house, with only the old housekeeper Rosario for help and company. Consuelo would appreciate a discreet male presence in the same house.

It was perfect. Palito made the arrangements quickly, utilizing his friendship with Rosario who came from the same hometown in Pampanga. He arranged for a brief but successful meeting with Consuelo to install Tom. Further to Tom’s delight, he discovered that he would enjoy a full view of the del Pilar house directly across the street.  

Meanwhile, Empong reported back that Coring was not married, that the child was somehow adopted by her, that Marcelo del Pilar was indeed her uncle, and that they did own the house across the street. But Marcelo was not yet back from Spain, and Coring was living with her two brothers, Pio and Gregorio. Empong learned as well that the house was all astir with news of Marcelo’s impending arrival from Spain. He had finally given up on his propaganda publications in Madrid, and now felt that the time had come to continue his reform efforts in Manila.  

It would be good to see Marcelo again, Tom thought. It would make his task much easier. And with Coring around, staying in Manila would be undeniably pleasant as well.

Little did he realize how difficult it would be to cross the del Pilar threshold. As it turned out, the del Pilar brothers manifested no desire to see him or let him into their house, despite repeated attempts by Empong and Palito to convince them that Tom had been a good friend of Marcelo in Madrid. Nor were they thrilled to note that their sister Coring showed more than a little curiosity about the stranger.

Tom was to learn that there was more to the resistance than brotherly protectiveness. Manila was fast becoming a revolutionary cauldron. The del Pilars were a very prominent family. The brothers were under surveillance, and they felt that any further complications would not help them any.  

It came as a welcome surprise therefore when Palito showed up at his door after a few more days, armed with a message. Out of deference to his uncle who was about to arrive, the older brother Pio had expressed willingness to meet Tom. But this had to be under “accidental” and casual circumstances, so as to avoid suspicion. Pio had asked Palito to accompany Tom to a komedya performance in a neighborhood teatro , where Palito would introduce them and get a conversation going.

Tom was delighted. The possibility of engaging someone in an informative discussion was finally at hand. As he awaited this first meeting, he gathered his thoughts and initial impressions of Manila, took out his pen and ink bottle, and began his first letter to Washington:
   
 





         Manila, Philippines




      




          February  28, 1898

General Merritt,

I have now been in Manila for just over a week, and I find the situation here both more complex and yet more advanced than I anticipated it to be.  

On the surface, it strikes me as a progressive colonial establishment, developed in the typical style of Spanish colonies, with an outward calm and complacency that can be deceptive.   am a bit hampered by language, because although Spanish is spoken by the upper class here, the majority of natives have clung to their mother tongue and their grasp of Spanish is not the best. Also, there is hesitation in their conversations with me about what they really feel about Spanish rule and abuses, perhaps because they cannot determine where my sympathies lie.

But there is definitely unrest, and I sense even this early, and even among the upper class, a shift in attitude from one of petitioning for improvements from the Spanish authorities, to one of gradually resolving to take things into their own hands.

What I find most noticeable is the gap between the sophisticated Filipinos (and that is what they call themselves here) and the rest of the masses. The more articulate Filipinos show a dedication, sophistication, and capacity that I was not prepared to encounter. It seems that whatever involvement Washington decides upon must take this seriously into account…”

Tom placed the pen down momentarily and buried his face in his hands. He was not sure if he was saying the right thing, or if Washington would listen. How different was the impression Filipinos had given him when he first met them in Spain four years back. Again, how different was the impression his superiors in Washington had given when they assigned him to scout the Philippines. His mind went back to that fateful first meeting with the powers-that-be.

  - o -

The air in the Oval Office was thick with smoke. No less than six people were puffing furiously at their cigars, none more so than President Grover Cleveland himself. The President’s Office in the White House was musty and small, certainly nothing compared to the palaces and grand halls of parliament of the great European centers of power. It was hardly befitting the acknowledged epicenter of the New World.

The air was just as thick with arguments. Cleveland sat back in his chair and listened attentively as Senator Henry Cabot Lodge argued the position of the Republicans.

“Mr. President, you know as well as I do that we cannot let this opportunity pass us by. We will soon have the Spaniards where we want them. Governor William McKinley has also taken a clear position on this, as you know, and will be bringing this up during his presidential campaign.” 

Everyone in the room acknowledged that McKinley’s views on expansionism were already well known, as he had made these clear in many previous speeches touching on Cuba and Guam.

“What do you think, Captain Mahan?” Cleveland asked the bearded gentleman sitting next to Lodge.

“Of course, I agree, Mr. President. Wish I knew more about those remote islands and their little brown people, though. The Philippines is not exactly next door like Cuba is, you know, and getting there and back takes weeks.” Mahan rose and walked to the map on the wall, pointing to the Asian region carefully with the lit Cuban cigar in his hand. “But that is what excites me. Our position in Asia could really be stronger if we get involved there. With China and Japan on the rise, Manila could be our Hong Kong or our Port Arthur.”

“Not so fast, Captain,” interjected a younger but more portly member of the caucus. Democratic Senator George Hoar spoke up with apparent agitation. “Aren’t we forgetting something fundamental here? Let us examine our premises: Do we want to become like the European colonizers of old? Weren’t we, a former colony ourselves, reminded by our first president to stay away from these ambitions? Don’t we have the Monroe Doctrine against colonizing other peoples precisely to protect ourselves from our own greed?”

“Ever the preacher, huh, George?” Cleveland scoffed.  

“Besides, George,” Lodge interrupted, “we are preaching a new kind of imperialism, a benevolent one, if you will. Look at what is happening in Cuba. We are not there to be the new masters; we are there to be the protectors of their rights, and to guide them to a point when they can be like us, free and sovereign, too. But only when the natives are ready. In the meantime, think of the opportunities for us.”

“Excuse me, Mr. President, but we have to have a plan here.” It was General Wesley Merritt’s turn to speak up, and from his respectful yet firm tone of voice, it was clear that he was much more comfortable mapping out concrete strategies than engaging in political or philosophical discussions. Merritt continued, “And it seems to me that we cannot make a plan without adequate first-hand information about the Philippines. Perhaps the first thing we should do is send a small expedition out there.”

“Ah, a concrete proposal, at last. Very good, General Merritt. And do you have a team in mind?” Cleveland was in fact getting tired of the discussion.

Merritt was ready for this. “As a matter of fact, sir, I have identified two men who can do this job, and brought them with me to present to you. They can leave for the Philippines in two weeks’ time and supply us with reports on a regular basis. Both have respectable military backgrounds, both speak Spanish, and they have worked together in the past. I am sure they will do a good job.”

President Cleveland nodded and waved to have them brought in. Merritt ushered into the Oval Office an unlikely looking pair -- the larger and more imposing Len Sargent, and the smaller Tom Wilcox.  

Cleveland was told that both studied together and became friends at the Naval Academy at Annapolis, and that Len was the obvious class leader, outstanding in marksmanship and boxing. Len had picked up other honors, and learned Spanish while serving a creditable period with Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders in Cuba.  For his part, Tom was the chess champion and class scribe, and had gone on leave from the Navy to study Spanish history and military strategy in Madrid. Interestingly, Merritt pointed out, Tom had befrieded key Philippine leaders of the reform movement while in Spain.

“Very well, Merritt. You can send them off. Just keep us briefed on their findings.”

Merritt had previously apprised Tom and Len of the plan. They had spent weeks preparing for their big day at the White House, readying themselves to answer any questions that might arise about the Philippines. But within seconds of their introduction and courtesy salute to their Commander-in-Chief, they found themselves dismissed and standing outside in the hallway. Neither had a chance to say a word.








 - o -
