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Déjà vu.  One incident included in the unrelenting news coverage of the war in Iraq triggered a series of personal reflections on my part.  A group of innocent women and children were crossing a checkpoint manned by U.S. soldiers.  They were ordered to stop, but either through panic or because they did not understand the order, they kept going, and ended up being shot dead.  Like a thunderbolt, news of this incident brought back to me with alarming clarity a parallel incident in another war, over a hundred years ago.


It was the evening of February 4, 1899, on San Juan Bridge, one of the main arteries of Manila, Philippines, at that time.  The United States, largely through its formidable Navy flotilla under the command of General George Dewey, had assisted the Philippine revolutionaries and hastened the fall and ouster of the Spanish colonial overlords.  The revolutionaries had already effectively laid siege to Manila, but Spain opted to surrender to the American forces instead, and the Americans chose to retain control of Manila after the city was turned over to them.  An uneasy truce existed between the Filipinos forces and their liberators-turned-colonizers until the night of February 4.   That night, a Filipino soldier was crossing the bridge, and the American soldier patrolling it, Private William Grayson, called out for him to stop.  Again, either through panic, or because he did not understand the order in English, the soldier continued walking, and he was shot dead.  His comrades came to his side, there was an exchange of gunfire between the two sides, and the Philippine-American War officially began.  Over the next three months, the Americans killed, directly or indirectly, more Filipinos than the Spanish colonizers had in the previous three hundred years.


The American presence in the Philippines, like that of their presence in Iraq today, was clothed in good intentions.  They were there ostensibly to free the Philippines from the oppressive rule of Spain, and to prepare them for the ways of Western-style, or more specifically American-style, democracy.  The brief but bloody Philippine American war ended when the Philippine president was forced to be a fugitive and eventually to surrender.  But America stayed on, supposedly to bring about democracy and development, and undertook measures to that effect, eventually making the Philippines a Commonwealth of the United States.  Over the next forty years, Philippine petitions for independence were ignored or put off, conveniently ignoring the fact that the Philippine revolutionary government had established their own republic, with a constitution, a parliament, a justice system, cabinet secretaries, and foreign ambassadors in 1898, before the Americans even arrived.  It was only in the aftermath of World War II, when the Philippines was in the ruins of war, and when America was busy rebuilding Europe, that they finally decided to recognize Philippine independence.


All the talk of war, both before and during the actual outbreak of hostilities in Iraq, reminded me of those turbulent years in the Philippines when the Americans first arrived.  I had been living those years, from 1898 to 1902, vicariously over the past three years, in the course of undertaking extensive research on both sides of the Pacific to write a historical novel set in that period.  In my novel, “With Hearts Aflame,” I trace the experience of Tom Wilcox, a well meaning soldier and scout for the US government, who arrives in Manila a few years before the actual conflict, falls in love with the sister of one of the Philippine revolutionary heroes, and gets a unique first-hand perspective of the heroism, villainy, tragedy, and chaos on both sides of the conflict.  

Through Tom’s eyes, I saw the struggles of a young nation about to win its freedom thwarted by a new world power, more liberal and democratic no doubt, but a colonizer nevertheless.  I also saw the noble intentions of the world’s newest superpower, with intentions to “christianize” the Philippines (although it had been Catholic for over three hundred years), and to educate and civilize its people (although the oldest Philippine university had predated Harvard, the oldest American university, by thirty years).  But I also saw how even the noblest of intentions did not guarantee the wisest course of action.  Whether it was a case of self-righteousness, or of ignorance of local conditions and cultures, or a lack of appreciation for the timber and resolve of another people, or simply a military mindset that did not permit creative non-confrontational solutions or negotiated compromises—whatever the reason, power and armed might were often resorted to as the quickest course of action.  I saw the dilemmas of soldiers on both sides of the battlefield.  I saw Filipino soldiers concluding that those who harm you with good intentions are more pernicious than those who harm you with evil intentions.  I saw American soldiers of different persuasions—those who believed they were expanding their mighty nation’s influence, those who fought reluctantly because they saw no justification of self-defense in their aggression, those who gloried in the battle for the sheer love of it.  It reminded me of the diversity of beliefs and controversies during the next American adventure into expansionism—Vietnam.  And now it reminds me of Iraq.  


Time of course heals all wounds.  Those who fight for noble causes are eventually vindicated by history.  The Philippines did indeed blossom to be one of the most vibrant democracies in Asia after World War II.  Hopefully, the “freedom” so fiercely sought and bought for the Iraqi people will be absorbed by them and be a sustainable reality in the long run—but again time will tell.  Still, the more thoughtful analysts of history will continue to look at the devastation of this war, and all wars, and ask: Could not all this have been secured without exacting such a high toll in bloodshed, destruction, weakened economies, rancor, animosities and permanently distorted impressions?   
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