from Chapter Three 

At long last the meeting with Jose Rizal took place. Tom was escorted to a small but comfortable looking cottage of bamboo slats and a nipa thatched roof, surrounded by carefully tended and irrigated vegetable patches which he assumed to be Rizal’s doing.

. Tom was escorted to a small but comfortable looking cottage of bamboo slats and a nipa thatched roof, surrounded by carefully tended and irrigated vegetable patches which he assumed to be Rizal’s doing.  

As he entered the cottage, he found it to be tidy and pleasant enough, with one window overlooking the vegetable patches and another the nearby bay. There were a few medical bags and an eye chart in a small adjoining room, which was Rizal’s clinic. Rizal had been informed of the visit and was waiting for him.  

“Ah, Mr. Wilcox, I have heard about you.” Tom was surprised to be greeted by Rizal in perfect English, with a hint of a clipped British accent, until he reminded himself that this man of medicine was also a linguist.

“The honor is entirely mine, Dr. Rizal,” Tom answered, noticing how similarly short they were as they took their seats across the small wooden table in the main room of the cottage.

“Everyone calls me Pepe. And if I may, I will call you what our friends do, Tom. Marcelo used to write me from Spain, and he told me about your discussions, your interest, and your rather difficult questions. I assume that you have an understanding of this trying period we are going through. Well, Tom, does it seem like the United States has intentions of casting its long shadow over the Philippines?” The man certainly wasted no time in getting to the point.

“Well, Pepe, I will be honest with you and tell you that I have been sent here to find out how things are. Unfortunately, people back home have the vaguest or funniest ideas about the Philippines.”

“That is partly because they are so busy with Cuba. You may have heard, I have volunteered to serve as a doctor there so I can learn how their revolution is developing. Dapitan is a relaxing place, but I have done what I can here, and feel I would be wasting my life if I remain in this place.”

Just then a young lad turned up with a tray on which were two steaming and mouth-wateringly aromatic plates.

“Ah, here they are,” Pepe said. “Tom, I wanted you to try these curacha crabs, found only on this island, which I prepared with a special curry concoction of my own. I trust you will like it.”

The tempting aroma was enough to turn Tom into a convert. He proceeded to partake of the feast, while resuming the conversation. 

“Pepe, you are an accomplished cook on top of everything else. This is delicious. But to get back to Cuba. It is true that Cuba is on McKinley’s mind a lot these days. But I am not sure colonization is the goal.We have the Monroe Doctrine against imperialism, and I think we are just there to help establish institutionalize reforms.”

Rizal wondered whether Tom was being tactfully evasive or was just being naïve. “Once McKinley gets a taste of the power of imperialism, I am not sure he will be able to restrain himself, especially as regards the Philippines. You have no doubt concluded that our revolutionary movement is in its advanced stages, and that over time we can oust the Spaniards ourselves?”

“Yes, I have. But frankly, your forces have no answer to the naval supremacy Spain holds in the bay.”

“Tom, there is far more than that. Your military analysis is of course correct, but I have been doing a social analysis of our situation, and must admit humbly that we are not ready to win an outright revolution. I am no longer the idealist I used to be, and I no longer believe that our reform efforts in Madrid or even in Manila will bring about substantive change. I know only an armed revolution can bring that about at this late stage. And yet I have cautioned my colleagues against rushing ahead. Did you read El Filibusterismo, my second novel?”

“Yes, I did. In fact, I wondered why you set up the main character, Simoun, to see revolution as the sole alternative, only to allow the revolution to collapse at the last minute.” Tom was still eagerly relishing his special crab dish, and evidence of it was growing all around his mouth. Obviously, Pepe was a more experienced crab eater, as he had kept reasonably neat while they ate.
“That was precisely my point. Revolutions are not won with bolos, rifles or cannons. They are won by a people with true love of country in their hearts. Ours cannot just be a revolution of the Tagalogs, or of the Caviteños, or of the peasants, or of the disgruntled and opportunistic middle class. It has to be a revolution of a united and inspired Filipino people. You have been in Manila long enough to see that we are still an internally divided society. I wrote those books to set all Filipino hearts aflame, regardless of social origin — but as you can see, there is still a long way to go.”

Just then, the guard stationed outside the cottage opened the door and announced, “Señor Rizal, you have another visitor today, Señor Valenzuela.”  

Pepe promptly rose to greet his new visitor, a portly man sweating profusely in his off-white ramie coat. “Don Pio, welcome. Have a seat and let me have your coat. It must be my lucky day, to have two important visitors at the same time. And I must have some of this special crab prepared for you.” Tom noticed how flawlessly Pepe had slipped into Spanish.

“Don Pepe, I have a message of the utmost importance,” Valenzuela started, while eying Tom suspiciously.

“Oh, Señor Pio Valenzuela, I would like you to meet Señor Tom Wilcox. And don’t worry about him. Tom is a friend of Filipinos.” That made Tom’s heart swell with pride.

As the three sat around the bare table, Valenzuela set about explaining his purpose. “Don Pepe, things are developing very fast in Manila. The Spanish are close to uncovering the Katipunan, and Bonifacio thinks the outbreak of armed struggle is imminent. But we wanted your blessings before we start our major offensive.”

“Don Pio, you know my position well. A revolution is a people’s uprising. So far you have shown me no evidence that the complacent Filipino middle classes, with a few outstanding exceptions such as yourself, are willing to sacrifice their comforts for the sake of a better Philippines.”

 “But the masses are ready, Don Pepe. And they are restless. Widespread arrests are taking place and executions have already started. How much longer must we wait? How much longer must our sisters be taken away from us to serve as household servants to the rich overlords? How much longer must our brothers be forced into long hours of labor, only to be deprived of the fruits of their work? How much longer should we allow our lands to be confiscated for flimsy reasons? How much longer must our children have to pay homage to a white-skinned king many oceans away and to worship a God who wants us to accept being a subject people as His divine will? How much longer, Don Pepe?”

Rizal felt the anguish of his earnest visitor. He shook his head slightly and chose his words carefully. “It is not up to me to determine a timetable. When I was a little boy in Calamba, my father used to take me with him to the rice fields to study the grains of rice as they grew on their stalks and to discern the best time for harvest, not too early, and not too late. It was up to me, he said, to read the signs correctly, but it was not up to me to hasten or delay nature’s work. So also today, I am just reading the signs.  

“And yet, I know you are right, Don Pio. I also read in your eyes and in whispered messages that reach me that our motherland has entered into labor, as if a baby’s time to be born has come and nothing can stop it. I read those signs too, and I have to accept the inevitable. All I am saying is that this baby is going to be born prematurely. And so I cannot give my blessing to this, knowing in my heart the risk of failure. Tom here was just telling me about our complete absence of a naval force. And we are not adequately trained militarily. The only one I can think of competent enough to map out an organized offensive is Antonio Luna, though he has a temper as awful as his brother’s. Tom, you remember him from your Madrid days, do you not? Always poring over those Napoleonic military campaign records.”  

”Yes, Pepe, I remember him well. He even taught me the rudiments of arnis, your martial arts form.”

“Ah, yes, he and Juan used to love that. I myself was more keen on European style fencing."

“But, Don Pepe,” Valenzuela broke in, returning back to the subject, “we need your approval before we can go ahead.”

“No, you don’t, Don Pio. You see, Tom, what an artificial figurehead they have made of me, in spite of my being so far away from everything.” And then back to Valenzuela, “Often I think you elevate me to be more than I am. Remember this, Don Pio. I am not a great man. I am short, like Tom here is. I am often unrealistic, temperamental, even eccentric, and I have more than my share of faults. But I am gifted with two great things, and I have a responsibility to use them. I have in me this flame, the passion for a better Philippines, and I have an ability through my writings to communicate and spread that flame. So I am an ordinary man with extraordinary gifts, you see, and I feel I must use them.”

Pepe turned to Tom. “You too must have extraordinary gifts somehow. Find them, do not waste them; use them for others.”

Tom did not reply, but his mind was racing. What were his gifts? A similar passion for justice and intolerance of oppression. A curiosity to see and learn from this wide world.  And was he using this to help others? He knew he had an obligation to put this curiosity for seeing and learning to use as a Scout in the service of his government, but to what end? He was aware of his country’s growing involvement in overseas colonies, and was not sure where it would lead, and how it would figure in the equation between the oppressor and the oppressed. But he did not dare question his duty. As a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy he would do what he was told; his loyalty to America was first and beyond question. But was this putting his gifts ultimately at the service of others?     

Yet uppermost in his mind was a gift he had just received, still a bud about to bloom, a relationship with Coring that was developing rapidly. He wondered how long he would enjoy this gift. He thought about their conversations together, her own passionate commitment to her daughter and her country, which were her gifts. And he wondered how and when his gifts, and hers, would merge or collide
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