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One Marine’s War recounts the experiences of Robert Sheeks, a Marine combat interpreter, and
how he underwent a remarkable transformation as a consequence of his encounters with the
Imperial Japanese Army, Nisei Japanese-American language instructors, Japanese and Pacific
Island native civilians, and American Marines. It is the first time the entire story of one Marine
Corps combat interpreter has been told, and it provides a unique insight into an aspect of the
Pacific war that is not only fascinating history, but also a compelling personal struggle to come to
terms with a traumatic childhood and subsequent harrowing combat experiences.The son of an
American corporate executive, Bob was born and raised in Shanghai until the family fled the
impending Japanese occupation in the 1930s. He was emotionally scarred by grisly atrocities he
personally witnessed as the Japanese military terrorized the Chinese population during the
“Shanghai Incident” in 1932. However, his intense hatred for the Japanese military was gradually
transformed into tolerance and then compassion. He was recruited out of Harvard after the Pearl
Harbor attack to be a Japanese language interpreter in the Marine Corps. When he encountered
kind and considerate Japanese-American Nisei instructors during the intensive course at the
U.S. Navy Japanese Language School at the University of Colorado, he began to re-think his
attitudes toward the Japanese. Ultimately, through an intriguing set of circumstances, he
developed an empathy for the Japanese enemy he formerly despised. This began during the
invasion of Tarawa where he was frustrated by the near impossibility of capturing Japanese
combatants, partly because there was no way to communicate with them in their bunkers where
they fought to the death. That led him to devise methods to use a combination of surrender
leaflets and amplified voice appeals to convince the enemy to surrender. As a consequence, he
personally ended up saving the lives of hundreds of Japanese civilians and military by being
able to talk them out of caves during combat on Saipan and Tinian in 1944. He was able to find
humanity in the midst of war. For his efforts he was awarded the Bronze Star with a unique
commendation, certainly one of the few medals ever given to a Marine officer for saving the lives
of the enemy.

About the AuthorGerald Meehl is the co-author (with Rex Alan Smith) of Pacific Legacy: Image
and Memory from World War II in the Pacific; Pacific War Stories: In the Words of Those Who
Survived; and (with Dave Levy) Fast Boats and Fast Times: Memories of a PT Boat Skipper in
the South Pacific. He has traveled extensively in the South Pacific, and has visited and
photographed every major Pacific island battlefield of World War II. He is a senior scientist at the
National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado. --This text refers to an out of
print or unavailable edition of this title.
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2002NotesBibliographyIndexPREFACEEvery so often I find myself telling stories from a now-
distant conflict that took place in the 1940s; stories about events that enveloped my parents’
generation, the world in general, and the tropical Pacific in particular; stories from exotic locales,
tales of incredible happenings, told to me by those who were there. One veteran’s stories I often
relate are unusually compelling and typically evoke questions like, “Wow, that’s amazing! How
did you meet this guy?” Anticipating that query from prospective readers of this book, let me
start right off by telling you how it happened.It was in Sabah, north Borneo, in 1979, and one
sultry hot day I was walking down a golden-sand beach. Like most tropical beaches, it was
narrow, fewer than one hundred feet wide, and it arced off ahead in a gentle, gleaming curve.
Feathery palm trees leaned casually over the sand in what could have passed for a classic
South Pacific scene, but this was Southeast Asia. This particular beach at Tanjong Aru was near
the little city of Kota Kinabalu (dubbed “KK” by the Malaysians) in a Malaysian part of the huge
rain forest island of Borneo. Two Malaysian states had been carved off from Kalimantan, the
Indonesian part of Borneo, on the island’s north coast. One was Sabah, where KK was located,
and the other was Sarawak to the southwest. The tiny, oil-rich sultanate of Brunei was wedged
between Sarawak and Sabah and was oddly insular from the rest of Borneo, like a fabulously
wealthy, eccentric relative.It was late afternoon, and the crystalline water lapped quietly on the
sand. A few little, green-tufted islands were scattered offshore out by the reef that protected
Tanjong Aru from the larger ocean waves rolling in from the South China Sea. I’d spent two



months looking out at a totally different version of that ocean, having been sent to Sarawak for
an international meteorological field project to study the monsoons of Southeast Asia. Another
American and I were leading a team of technicians from the Malaysian Meteorological Service to
launch weather balloons at a place called Bintulu.The town was perched between the rain forest,
the South China Sea, and the sluggish Bintulu River that drained massive areas of dense rain
forest in the interior of Borneo. The river’s muddy, tepid water idled past the beaten-down little
settlement and emptied into the ocean, making the waves from the South China Sea look
unappetizingly like frothing, liquid milk chocolate. But here I was now at Tanjong Aru and it was
totally different—clean, clear, paradise-like. I’d taken a weekend off to make the trip up the coast
to what I had been told was the best beach in Borneo, and I wasn’t disappointed.Contemplating
the idyllic scene, I looked out over the water in the direction of the offshore islands and saw an
outboard motorboat in the distance. Though it was still a ways from shore, I could see that it was
rocketing in toward the beach, its motor wound up to a high-pitched whine. The little boat was
bouncing off the chop, white spray flashing in the low afternoon sun each time the bow slapped
down. I tried to see if it was pulling a water skier, possibly justifying the manic speed. But there
was no water skier, only four figures hunched low in the boat, hanging on for dear life as it raced
toward the beach. As it got closer, it seemed impossible that it could stop before it hit the beach.
Sure enough, to my startled surprise, it shot right out of the water and up onto the sand,
outboard motor screaming crazily. It slid to a stop about thirty feet past the water’s edge.
Somebody on the boat quickly cut the motor, and three European men jumped out. Something
was seriously wrong with the fourth, who lay motionless in the boat. The others grabbed him,
hefted him out, and just as they did, they lost their grip and dropped him awkwardly onto the
sand. Then two grabbed an arm each, the third picked up the feet, and they hustled the inert
form toward a line of palm trees that screened a small parking lot behind the beach. One of the
few cars parked there was a white Toyota. They opened the back door and heaved the
unconscious man onto the seat. One jumped in after him, and the other quickly leapt behind the
wheel. The car started with a loud rev, and the tires screeched as it accelerated out of the
parking lot.The remaining member of the group was left standing there as he watched his friends
head off toward town. He turned slowly and walked back down to the boat, now stranded on the
golden-sand beach. It had all happened quickly and within fifty feet of where I was standing.
With considerable effort he started to drag the boat back into the water. I decided to walk over
and help. “Can I give you a hand?”He looked up at me and smiled. “Yeah, that would be great.”
He appeared to be in his mid-forties, and his graying hair was thinning a bit. He was slight and
wiry and tan, obviously having spent much time in the sun. From his accent I knew he was
American, which in itself was rare in Borneo in 1979.I introduced myself, and he stuck out his
hand and said, “Name’s Bob Sheeks.” His grip was strong, he nodded perfunctorily, and we
started to move the boat back toward the water.“Glad you came along,” he said as the boat slid
grudgingly over the sand.He didn’t offer further explanation, so I asked, “What was that all about,
and what was wrong with that guy you stuffed into the car?”Without looking up he said, “Oh, we



were going to snorkel on the reef by that little island out there.” His head motioned to one of the
offshore islands. “We had just pulled the boat up on the beach and were wading out and putting
our snorkeling gear on, when that guy stepped on a stonefish.”He didn’t need to say more. I’d
heard that stonefish were spectacularly dangerous, hideously ugly little creatures that lie
motionless on the bottom in shallow water. The venomous spines on their back face upward,
ready to impale any human feet unlucky enough to step on them. Stone-fish venom was reputed
to be as lethal as any in the natural world. To step on one meant there was a good chance you
wouldn’t survive.“Yeah, I’ve heard about stonefish. He’ll be lucky to make it.” I immediately
regretted saying this, but Bob didn’t take any notice. We got the boat back into the water and he
said, “When he stepped on it he gave out a yell and he knew right away what it was. We also
knew he didn’t have long to survive, so we got him into the boat and headed back here as fast as
we could. His leg was already swelling and turning black and he’d lost consciousness by the
time we ran up on the beach here, and that wasn’t more than about five minutes after he first
stepped on it. The other guys took him to the hospital, so I stayed here to take care of the boat.”
He paused and looked up. “Thanks for the help.”“Do you need to get to the hospital now?” I
asked.“No, they’ll take care of him. I hope he makes it. He should be OK if they got to the
hospital in time. I’ll call in a while and visit later this evening. I don’t know him very well—just met
him this afternoon. I think he’s an Englishman, a friend of a friend. He runs an export business
here in KK.” He paused, and then said, “Can you stick around and help put the boat away? We’ll
have to take it over there and winch it up into the shed behind the beach. Then I’ll call over to the
hospital to see how he’s doing. There’d be a beer in it for you.”“Sure.” We’d pushed the boat into
the shallow water next to shore, and as we climbed in I asked, “So, you say there’s good
snorkeling out by those islands?”“Yeah, it’s fantastic. You know, we’ve got a couple hours of
daylight left. Want to go out there for a quick snorkel? Then I’ll phone when we get back here.”Of
course this was ideal, but I felt bad about being a distraction. “Look, if you want to call the
hospital now and skip the snorkeling, that’s OK with me.”He looked sideways at me and with
measured tones said, “He’s on his own now. Not much anyone can do but get him to a hospital.
With a stonefish you either live or you die.” He sounded matter-of-fact, and there was no hint of
emotion. I would come to find out that events in Bob’s life had hardened him to such unpleasant
realities.So out we went in his boat to the scene of the stonefish incident. The island in the
distance looked to be uninhabited and surrounded by a stunning white-sand beach. The interior
was shrouded in palm trees, and it was smaller than a city block. Bob drove the boat at a
leisurely pace. “So, where are you from?” He looked past me to keep the boat heading to the
little island.“I’m from Boulder, Colorado.”“Oh!” He perked up. “I learned Japanese in Boulder at
the University of Colorado during the war. I got my Marine Corps commission there.”This
seemed very odd. “You learned Japanese in Boulder and you were in the Marines?”“Yes,” he
replied. “The Second Marine Division in the Pacific during the war.”World War II? How could that
be? Here was this soft-spoken guy, definitely not the stereotypical, gung-ho Marine type,
seemingly too young to have been in World War II. I tried to do the math quickly. If he was in his



early twenties in 1943, he was probably born in the early 1920s. This was now 1979, and that
put him in his late fifties. It was hard to believe—he looked and acted at least fifteen years
younger.Before I could ask any more questions, we arrived at the island. “We’ll throw out this
anchor so we don’t have to wade out from the beach. Let’s try to avoid any stonefish, if possible.
We’ve run out of cars to go to the hospital, so if you step on one there’s not much I can do for
you.”With that, he quickly pulled on his fins, strapped on his face mask, and was in the water
snorkeling while I was still fumbling around in the boat trying to get my fins on. I finally followed
and was treated to a display of vivid purple and yellow-green coral in canted formations
extending up from the shallow bottom to just beneath the surface of the crystal-clear water. The
coral looked like surreal plants frozen into position and suspended motionless, with swirls of
fluorescent blue and yellow fish swimming lazily in and around the branches that reached out
into the blue-tinted void below.The sun was getting lower, and I had the feeling I was keeping
Bob from checking on the injured Englishman. Though I’d have preferred to stay out there until
sunset, I reluctantly climbed back in the boat. Bob looked up from the coral and paddled over.
“Great stuff, huh?” he said as he tossed his mask and fins in the boat and climbed in.“Fantastic—
thanks for bringing me out.”“Well, I owed you for helping me get the boat back in the water.”“No
problem, and you don’t know how great this is compared to what I’ve had to look at for the past
two months in Sarawak.”As we headed back toward Tanjong Aru, he was curious about what I’d
been doing in Borneo. I explained about the weather balloons, the monsoon field project, and
the grim muddy South China Sea off Bintulu.I pressed him about his World War II experiences.
“So, you had to learn Japanese to be in the Marines?”He smiled. “Well, that’s what I did in the
Marines. I was a Japanese language and intelligence officer. I translated captured Japanese
documents and did a little interrogation of POWs.” He actually did much more than that, as I was
to find out later.I knew nothing about how the Marine Corps worked and naively commented,
“Well, at least that put you safely behind the front lines, right?”Bob laughed. “You don’t
understand the Marine Corps. Every Marine is trained to be a combat rifleman in the front line. I
went in on several landings with the rest of them.”“But that makes no sense,” I objected. “You
were a trained specialist and they risked you getting shot in the landings along with privates
fresh out of boot camp?”“It makes no difference to the Marine Corps,” he said. “We were all in the
same boat together, literally.”Before he could say more, we were idling up to the beach in front of
a barren, one-story cinder block building that passed for the yacht club. We jumped out and
winched the boat up to the shed. After we finished he said, “Look, I should call the hospital.
You’re welcome to come up to the roof of the yacht club and have that drink I promised you.”I
thought it was an excellent suggestion. Bob went in to make the call, and I headed up to the
second-floor terrace that featured a stunning panorama of Tanjong Aru beach, the offshore
islands, and the glittering reflection of the low sun off the South China Sea. I ordered a Scotch
and water and settled at a table by the railing. The words “yacht club” and this plain, cinder block
building were incongruous to say the least. But it appeared to be the social center for European
and American expats in KK, and the view was spectacular. Bob soon joined me and announced,



“They got him to the hospital in time. Looks like he’ll live after all.”I asked Bob what he was doing
in Borneo, and he described a seaweed farming operation he’d organized on the east coast of
Sabah in a little town called Semporna. He made frequent trips to KK for business. “If you’re
looking to see a bit more of Borneo, why don’t you come over and visit our operation. If you like
snorkeling, there are some of the best coral reefs in the world over there. We have a couple of
other Americans working on the project and a bunkhouse with extra rooms—free lodging. We
take boats out on the reef almost every day and you can tag along and snorkel when we make
our rounds.”I thanked him for the invitation and then asked, “So, what do you do with the
seaweed?”“Well, it’s an economic development project for the government of Sabah. The Bajau
fishermen need a way to make cash to supplement their subsistence fishing. They sometimes
use dynamite in the water to increase their catch. The explosions stun the fish and they can
make big hauls, but it ruins the reefs. Since they’re always out fishing anyway, we just have them
plant a special type of seaweed in the reef shallows and then keep an eye on it. When it’s ready,
they harvest it and bring it in to our dock and we pay them. We dry it, bale it, and ship it to Maine.
An outfit there, Marine Colloids Company, extracts carrageenan from the seaweed, and it’s used
as a colloiding agent in things like dairy products.”This, of course, sounded very interesting—not
the seaweed, so much, but the prospect of more snorkeling in crystal-clear warm water before I
headed back to face the brown waters of the South China Sea off Bintulu. I accompanied Bob
the next morning on the one-hour flight over to the northeast coast to Tawau, followed by a
nearly three-hour ride by car to his operations base in Semporna.During the ride, I asked him
how he got into the seaweed business.“Well, my company does projects all over Asia,” he said.
“I’m usually based in Taiwan.”“Taiwan? How did you end up there?”“Well, I was born and grew up
in Shanghai, so I know some Chinese and I learned Japanese during the war. I’ve always had an
interest in Asia. That’s why I ended up in the Navy Japanese Language School. It’s kind of a long
story.” And, indeed, from that first meeting in 1979 in Borneo, I’ve been compiling Bob’s “long
story” ever since. This book is the product of that effort.Many veterans were profoundly changed
by their experiences during World War II. Some came away with an abiding hatred for their
wartime enemies. For Bob, the war in the Pacific had the opposite effect. It transformed his
feelings about the Japanese from an initial intense hatred to subsequent profound empathy. This
evolution was driven by seeing firsthand a bewildering range of human behavior, from ghastly
atrocities so shocking that it is nearly impossible to imagine humans could do such things, to
acts of decency so life affirming that it is difficult to picture individuals behaving so admirably.The
substantive events in this book are actual, not fictional—these things really happened. Bob puts
it this way: “Real events can be incredible, more so than what one can imagine or make up.”
Truer words were never said.Gerald MeehlBoulder,
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invaluable in bringing this book to fruition.PROLOGUEA Remarkable Incident on
Saipan,Western Tropical Pacific, 1944The battle for Saipan was a more complicated kind of
Pacific island combat, different from the warfare that began on Guadalcanal two years before.
The Japanese military forces were still fighting to the death as they had on other islands, but this
time there were civilian enemy populations caught up in the struggle, including Japanese,
Koreans, and local Chamorros, thus adding a difficult dimension for both the U.S. Marines and
the Japanese military.1 Saipan was a small island, and the civilians had no place to go. They
often took shelter in the same caves as the Japanese soldiers, all crowded together, with few
options.On one particular day in the latter stages of the battle, Japanese snipers had pinned
down a group of Marines. They were pressed to the ground, dungaree shirts mottled with sweat
in the stifling heat, tropical sun beating down relentlessly, no breeze. It had been a couple of
weeks since the Marines had battled their way ashore on Saipan,2 another in a series of isolated
dots of land where Americans were fighting and dying in the tropical Pacific, islands that almost
invariably had never been heard of before in the United States. Though areas along the coast
where the fighting was taking place had been blasted and burned by high explosives, like a shell-
pocked, World War I no-mans’-land, Saipan was an otherwise exotic, green-dappled tropical
paradise. Steep black volcanic cliffs in the northern part of the island stepped upward toward the
nearly impenetrable interior. Golden coral reefs protected shallow azure lagoons and dazzling
white-sand beaches. Decades later, in an ironic legacy of the Pacific war, those same beaches,
now strewn with Marine and Japanese dead, would front exotic honeymoon resorts for
descendants of the Japanese defenders. But in 1944 the soldiers of Imperial Japan were



combatants, and the Marines were attempting to violently eliminate them from the island.By this
time, surviving remnants of the Japanese army had been driven into the narrow, steep, cliff- and
cave-laced northern part, along with thousands of civilians. The Japanese were fighting to the
death, grimly determined to kill as many Marines as possible before they themselves were killed.
Their regimented culture, reinforced by intensive and, by American standards, abusive training,
had drilled into them that surrender was unacceptable.3 In a strange twist that was
incomprehensible to the Marines, the Japanese soldiers were also trying to prevent civilians
from surrendering. The Americans had seen Japanese refugees shot, the troops of the Empire
of Japan preferring to kill them rather than stand by and watch them give up to the enemy. The
civilians themselves had been told that the demonic Marines were brutal animals who would
rape the women, and then torture and kill everyone.4 It was no wonder that the Japanese were
not inclined to come out. It was a tragic stalemate. Given that surrender was not an option for the
Japanese, at least from the point of view of their cultural background and official military policy, it
seemed to the Marines that there was little more they could do than kill them all. But this was
easier said than done; the Japanese were mostly in concealed positions in caves, where they
could bring the Marines under murderous fire, and it was not easy to get at them.After the initial
beach landing and northward sweep of American forces driving the Japanese before them, the
battle had devolved into a series of small actions, with the Japanese holed up in caves that had
to be taken out one at a time. All the while, American casualties were piling up. It seemed to the
Marines that they were caught in a senseless, flaming Armageddon, with the Japanese
determined to see everyone dead, friend and foe alike. Quite understandably, this did not sit well
with the Marines. If you were losing and the situation was hopeless, why not surrender? To them
it was stupid to keep fighting, and many of the Americans had developed a deep hatred of the
Japanese because of it.5Bob Sheeks, a Marine Corps Japanese language officer, had been
called up to the front line. The boyish-looking lieutenant was crouched among the knot of fellow
Marines under fire. They were dressed in characteristic Marine Corps combat uniforms—
matching green dungaree long-sleeved shirts and pants, steel helmets covered with dappled
tan- and light-green-camouflaged cloth—all clutching rifles. Bob could see other Marines
scattered around, all lying flat or hunched close to the ground. They were pinned down by
Japanese soldiers somewhere up in the vegetation-shrouded cliffs ahead. Bob was carrying an
odd contraption: a small, electric megaphone with a portable amplifier attached to a truck
battery.6 As a trained Marine language officer, his job now was to attempt to talk the Japanese
soldiers into surrendering. This was not because the Marines had developed a sense of
compassion for their hated enemies, but American lives would be saved if Bob could somehow
convince the Japanese to give up. He could see ahead, past where more Marines were lying
low, and on up to where half a dozen lay in odd positions on the ground. He figured they were
dead because the living always had at least some movement, and he could sense life in them,
just as death brought an unnatural stillness.Those Marines had been alive just half an hour ago.
They had awakened in their tents at dawn, not knowing that by the middle of the morning their



lives would be over. It was like a macabre lottery—if your number came up, that was it. Their
sudden and violent deaths would set in motion an inevitable sequence of events, starting later in
the day with graves registration personnel removing and cataloging dog tags. Their bodies
would be transported to a temporary military cemetery on the island for burial, and then a
telegram would go out to their families back in Des Moines or St. Louis or Seattle. Those
telegrams would trigger profound grief that would stick with parents, siblings, and girlfriends for
years, sometimes lifetimes. Nieces and nephews would hear stories of their uncle who was killed
in the Pacific war, and they would wonder what he was really like. To all of them he would live on
in fading black-and-white photos, always the strapping young Marine, hat at a cocky angle, a
confident smile on his face.But no one still alive on this particular day in this particular group of
Marines was even close to thinking about any of that now. It was a simple fact that their buddies
were dead, and they shelved that knowledge as far back in their minds as possible. Emotional
numbness was a necessity in order to keep functioning, and Bob was no different from the rest
of them. They never discussed this coping mechanism, but it had become automatic, as vital to
their survival as their studied nonchalance in the face of violence and death. They simply had to
put some things out of their consciousness, like the fact that any one of them could be dead or
maimed in the next instant. For some, this cauterization of feeling would take years to overcome.
Others would never get over it, their sleep and even their waking hours haunted by nightmares
and flashbacks for the rest of their lives.7 But now they were intently focused on how to get out
of this situation alive.Sweat dripped from Bob’s face as he crouched next to the pinned-down
Marines. He had been told to report to the regimental commander, Col. Bill Jones, an officer with
an impressive military record.8 He was a classic no-nonsense Marine and a highly effective
combat leader. Bob asked one of the Marines near him where the colonel was; he motioned to
another group of Marines to the left, and Bob crawled over to Jones. Though he was a lieutenant
colonel and regimental commander, he was surprisingly young, looking to Bob to be in his late
twenties. His company officers were in their mid-twenties; the platoons, about forty men each,
were led by lieutenants who were typically in their early twenties; the ten-man-squad leaders,
sergeants, were mostly in their late teens or early twenties; and the privates were nearly all in
their late teens. It was difficult to comprehend that such young men, American and Japanese
alike, almost exclusively shouldered the burden of combat and thereby determined the outcome
of the Pacific war. Jones looked up from a map held by one of his company commanders and
asked Bob if he was the language officer he had called for. Bob replied that he was and tried to
sound confident in the presence of this tough combat commander.Bob was only twenty-two
years old, and he did not look like a typical Marine. Slight and wiry, Bob had grown a faint
mustache in an attempt to look older. Plucked from the ranks of Harvard undergraduates after
the Pearl Harbor attack, he had completed an intensive Navy Japanese language course at the
University of Colorado. He had then gone through Marine combat training and had first
experienced what it was like to be shot at during the hellish invasion of Tarawa Atoll the year
before. On a tiny island with a total land area of no more than a few city blocks, about 1,000



Marines and more than 4,500 Japanese died in a battle that lasted fewer than four
days.9Colonel Jones was frustrated and impatient. The Japanese troops in the caves up ahead
had them pinned down and were holding up the American advance. The Marines couldn’t get
close enough to kill them, and artillery couldn’t touch them in the natural shelter of the caves.
Every time the Marines tried to attack, some got shot, and when more Marines went up to try
and bring their wounded comrades back, they also got shot. Six Marines were dead and they
were no closer to eliminating Japanese resistance in the caves than when they started. Jones
had his doubts about the role of interpreters in combat, but he had heard of Bob’s success in
being able to convince at least some Japanese to surrender. Besides, he was out of options.Bob
was far from confident. This was not a good situation for talking Japanese troops into coming out
peacefully. They occupied a superior defensive position and had the Marines pinned down.
Using amplified megaphones like the one he was carrying, Bob had previously achieved
considerable success in getting Japanese civilians and a few troops to surrender from cave
complexes in Saipan’s contorted and twisted limestone cliffs. But well-armed Japanese soldiers
were in the cave ahead. From their rock-sheltered position, their weapons controlled movement
from the cliffs all the way down to the coast. They were determined to kill a lot of Marines, and to
hold out to the end.Bob’s feelings toward the Japanese were, to say the least, complicated. At
the most basic level, he knew that the more Japanese he could persuade to surrender, the more
Marine lives would be saved. At least that’s how he explained it to his fellow Marines. They, in
turn, often looked upon his efforts as a nuisance and impediment to what they were trained for
and sent there to do: namely, kill the Japanese enemy.Bob spotted a couple of Koreans nearby
who had been put to work dragging enemy corpses into a few long burial trenches that had been
scooped out by bulldozers. He motioned them over to help, and they were thankful to get a break
from their grisly work. A considerable number of Koreans had been shipped to Saipan by the
Japanese administration before the war to work as tenant farmers and military labor.10 The
Koreans felt little affinity to the Japanese Empire, and many readily surrendered if given a
chance. Bob could also use them as living proof to the Japanese holdouts that surrender was
survival. The Koreans wore white headbands while on the burial detail so the Marines could
distinguish them from the Japanese combatants. Thousands of enemy troops had already been
killed, and in the hot, sultry, tropical climate, the sooner the bodies were buried, the better. No
telegrams to relatives, no rows of white headstones to visit decades later. Just anonymous,
quick burials in a random bit of land on an island far from their homes and families in
Japan.Decades later on Saipan, Japanese corpses in their unmarked graves turned up almost
every time a new foundation was dug. Each time this happened, the Japanese government was
notified, a team from Japan showed up to collect and cremate the remains, and the ashes were
carefully saved, packaged, and sent to the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo where the Japanese war
dead are honored.11In his halting Japanese, Bob explained the situation to the Koreans. First he
would use the amplified megaphone to try calling to the holdouts in the caves. His imperfect
language skills would be an asset to establish his credibility as an American Marine calling for



them to come out. Then the Koreans, with their better Japanese fluency and accent, would use
the megaphone to repeat the message. As Bob prepared the instrument and fiddled with the
connections to the truck battery, there was nearly dead silence except for the pop of distant
gunfire and the boom of artillery elsewhere on the island. Occasionally there was the crack of
rifle fire from up ahead in the cliffs, and bullets whizzed overhead, reminders that the Japanese
in the cave were still there. The two Koreans crouched next to Bob, and after he had finished his
initial pitch, speaking into the microphone slowly and calmly in his best Japanese, one of them
took over as instructed. The message was repeated in the Korean’s fluent Japanese: “Come out.
There is water for you, and food, and medicines. You can come out honorably. Many hundreds of
your comrades have already come out. There is a safe camp with much water and food.”12 Bob
had told the Koreans to avoid using the Japanese word for “surrender.” The phrase “come out”
was preferable, leaving the enemy with an option that was culturally more palatable.After several
minutes of broadcast appeals, there was a muffled whumph from up ahead, one of the Marines
yelled “Incoming!”, and just as quickly there was a loud, flat wham as a mortar shell exploded
just behind them. Dirt and gravel showered the Marines. Startled but undaunted, Bob grabbed
the microphone and repeated his message, then handed it off again to the Koreans, who kept up
the appeals. The mention of water was especially compelling. Most of the limestone caves in the
cliffs on Saipan were dry, and it was nearly impossible for the Japanese to get out and find
drinking water without being shot. Many of them were almost dying of thirst, somewhat
counterintuitive on a tropical island, but a significant and unavoidable fact of life for many of the
Japanese holdouts.13Suddenly there was a flurry of rifle fire from the direction of the cliffs, and a
Japanese soldier appeared, scampering downhill and dodging bullets fired by his comrades in
the cave. The Japanese troops were trying to kill him. As he got closer, Bob motioned him over
to where he was crouched with the Koreans and handed him a canteen. It was like the Japanese
soldier had just come out of a waterless desert, and he eagerly gulped the cool water. Bob
spoke to him in Japanese, telling him he had acted sensibly and honorably. Then he asked him
how many more soldiers were in the cave and whether he thought they would also come out.The
soldier was a young boy, no more than seventeen years old. His eyes were wide open as he
handed the canteen back to Bob, and he was clearly angry. He said that after hearing Bob’s
broadcast appeals he began talking to his fellow soldiers in the cave, trying to convince them
that it was pointless to continue, and that they should come out, or at least allow the Marines to
retrieve their dead. This was not what the rest of the Japanese soldiers wanted to hear, and they
had cursed and punched him for even suggesting such a thing. That was when he started to get
angry. He realized he would have to sneak out by himself. He waited a few minutes and then
slipped out between two boulders near the front of the cave. The others spotted him leaving and
started to shoot at him. As the bullets struck around him he became even more infuriated. He
was able to use large rocks and ravines as shelter, and he made his way unscathed down to the
American Marines. As Bob tried to settle him down, he asked how many more soldiers were in
the cave. The boy thought there were about eight.Sheeks kept talking to him calmly in Japanese,



pointing out that every time the Marines advanced toward the cave they got killed. Others who
went up to help them or to retrieve the bodies also got shot. The Japanese boy nodded quickly
and said he had not done any shooting because he was an ammunition carrier. He was bristling
with rage, not only for his comrades’ futile insistence to fight to the death, but also because they
had tried to kill him when he elected to come out. Then Bob quickly asked more questions: What
weapons and ammunition did they have, how had they fortified the cave, and what about the
route he had taken to get out?Colonel Jones and his aides intently watched this scene unfold,
frustrated that they could not understand a word that was being said. But they did not need to
know Japanese to recognize that this soldier in the Japanese Imperial Army had somehow, in
spite of all his training, realized it was pointless to continue fighting a hopeless battle, and had
made the rational decision to come out, even as his fellow soldiers tried to kill him for doing
so.Bob paused, and then asked if the boy could show him how to get up to the cave without
being shot. He figured the soldier could lead him and a couple of Marines to a sheltered position
close enough to the cavern, and from there they could throw in an explosive charge. The boy
agreed and Bob reported this to Colonel Jones, who welcomed this development with a certain
amount of skepticism. Bob turned back to the boy and explained the plan. Still visibly angry, he
shook his head and said he had changed his mind. He decided he would do it alone.This was a
decidedly unexpected development. Bob’s Japanese was not perfect, so to make sure, he asked
again whether the boy was indeed willing to take explosives up to the cave by himself and kill the
Japanese soldiers there. The soldier stared back at him and nodded in agreement with an
unmistakable look that Bob recognized. He often saw it in the faces of his fellow Marines. It was
a mixture of anger, fear, and determination.But this plan would be especially dangerous. It was
unclear whether the boy would really risk his life to kill his fellow soldiers. Bob had never heard of
a Japanese soldier, presumably just another cog in the Imperial Japanese machinery, doing
such a thing. Sheeks turned to the colonel and told him the boy had agreed to carry explosives
up to the cave single-handedly, and that he was sure he could get near the cave without being
shot. But the Americans would have to trust him enough to give him the explosive satchel
charges to do the job. Colonel Jones agreed to the plan, with the caveat that the Marines would
cover the boy, so if he turned back to throw the satchel charges they would shoot him
immediately.Bob was trying to imagine what was about to happen: a Japanese soldier was going
to kill his comrades willingly. This ran counter to everything Bob had witnessed personally or
even heard of secondhand. Before he could contemplate it any further, a demolitions man
appeared with two dark green knapsacks containing the satchel charges, and he quickly
instructed the boy on how to use them. The young soldier listened intently, grabbed the charges,
and, without hesitating, took off for the cave.As Bob and the Marines watched anxiously, he
disappeared among coral rock outcrops and the spiky clusters of pandanus leaves on their
twisting trunks. Bob was thankful that none of the Marines had taken a shot him. Then the wait
began. It would take a while for him to get close to the cave entrance. If the Japanese soldiers
shot their former comrade, the Marines would not know it. Bob figured that if they had not heard



the satchel charges detonate after about half an hour or so, they would assume the mission had
failed and would have to try something else. Exactly what that would be, Bob didn’t know.A long,
hot, sweating half hour came and went, and Bob was starting wonder if the boy had been killed.
Then from the cliffs came a dull thud, and then another. Smudges of black smoke drifted above
the rocks. Soon the boy reappeared, walking upright down the slope, no longer taking cover to
dodge bullets. He approached Bob and calmly reported that everyone in the cave emplacement
was dead. Bob relayed this information to Colonel Jones, who was astonished but visibly
pleased. A squad of Marines was sent up to the cave to investigate and Bob went with them. The
terrain got rougher as they got closer. They had to take care in making their way through the
twisted and contorted limestone rock formations because their surfaces were the texture of
cheese graters and sharp to the touch. Finally they saw the mouth of a large cave. Bob let his
eyes adjust to the darkness of the opening, and then he could see what looked like about a half
dozen bodies or parts of bodies tossed around, bloody ragged clothing, and legs and arms bent
at strange angles by the blast. There were indeed no survivors. The squad returned and
informed the colonel, who was relieved. His unit could now retrieve the bodies of the dead
Marines and continue their advance.Though Bob was quite familiar with the fanatic Japanese
reputation of fighting to the death, he always believed some would give up. Yet this young
Japanese soldier seemed to be operating on a different plane. On a purely rational level, Bob
could comprehend that the boy had judged his comrades to be wrong and had used objective
thought to see his way out. But rarely were humans in combat purely rational, and the decision to
kill his former comrades, thereby actively helping the Marines do their job, was astounding.The
colonel ordered some Marines to go back up to the cave, pick up the Japanese weapons, and
destroy the ammunition. Bob thanked the two Koreans who had helped with the broadcasts.
Before they reluctantly returned to their burial detail, Bob loaded them down with rations and
cigarettes he had quickly extorted from Colonel Jones’ outfit. All that was left was for Sheeks to
accompany the young Japanese soldier back to the prisoner of war camp. It all ended somewhat
anticlimactically. But this one episode, inconsequential in the vast sweep of the Pacific war,
would be remembered for a long time by everyone who had been there.As they bounced along
the dusty road to the rear area, Bob looked at the boy riding beside him in the truck. The
Japanese soldier’s actions were extraordinary, another remarkable piece in the complicated
puzzle of human behavior. Was the Japanese boy driven by simple anger because his fellow
soldiers had roughed him up and then tried to kill him? Was it revenge that motivated him? At
face value, Bob figured the soldier could simply have been sick of the military and wanted out,
but that didn’t fully explain his unexpected conduct. Such experiences were changing Bob’s
attitude toward the Japanese from the mind-set he had formed when he was a boy growing up in
Shanghai. There, he personally witnessed a dark side to human behavior that would affect the
course of the rest of his life.Robert Sheeks’ Pacific TheaterONEAn Unusual Childhood:
Shanghai, 1932Bob Sheeks’ childhood in the Shanghai of the late 1920s and early 1930s had a
storybook feel to it. For starters, a middle-aged Chinese peasant woman was his personal live-in



nanny, or amah. His brother, George, two years older, had one as well. A number of other
Chinese servants were integral parts of the household. His father, an American business
executive for an international company with an office in Shanghai, could afford the servants as
well as a spacious Western-style residence.In 1932 Bob was ten years old, and Shanghai at that
time was not a typical Chinese city. It was the center of a powerful and far-reaching international
business empire, the most cosmopolitan city in China, and the Americans who worked there
lived well. There was only one catch: in late January Shanghai was invaded by marines of the
Japanese navy. They were soon joined by units of the Imperial Japanese Army. This event came
to be known as the “Shanghai Incident.” It was preceded by the Japanese seizure of Manchuria
in 1931, and the establishment of a separate puppet nation called “Manchukuo.” The
consequence was a bitter Chinese resentment of Japanese influence. In Shanghai there were
organized boycotts of Japanese products and large protest demonstrations, culminating in a
presumed attack on several Japanese monks. Though widely publicized by the Japanese, the
details of this attack were not totally clear. Nevertheless, the Japanese used this as a pretext for
their invasion of Shanghai.1The large expatriate community of Americans, British, and French,
living in exclusive enclaves, were mostly sheltered from the conflicts between the Chinese and
Japanese. Bob’s father had moved his family into an apartment in downtown Shanghai in the
International Concession area, which he thought was safer. Prior to their move, they had lived in
the elite Western residential suburb of Shanghai called the French Concession, a quiet
neighborhood with tree-lined avenues and large homes. It looked pretty much like a typical
upper-middle-class neighborhood in any U.S. city, except it was in China. Well-maintained
gardens surrounded homes occupied by expatriate Americans and Europeans who lived in
relative luxury.2 Most worked for the great multinational corporations in Shanghai. There was an
American-style school that Bob and his brother attended.The main concern of the Sheeks family
in early 1932 was not the Japanese, however, but Bob’s mother, who was dying of breast cancer.
The poor lady had been converted by a Christian Scientist in Shanghai who interpreted the
religious teachings literally and had convinced her not to go to a hospital or get medication. The
cancer had spread, and now there was nothing that surgery or medicine could do.Bob and his
brother, George, had been told their mother’s condition was not good, but just how serious
things had become was evident some evenings after supper. They would peer through the open
door of an upstairs bedroom to watch their father administer injections of morphine, arranged
with the help of an American doctor. The shots provided relief from the pain so that she could
tolerate her condition, hoping the merciful end would come soon.3Bob’s father came from a
sturdy, North Dakota frontier farm background, and he believed boys should see the realities of
life. He let them watch as he first put a white tablet and some water in a metal spoon. After
heating the mixture over an alcohol flame, he drew the liquid into a glass syringe, gave the
injection, and Mrs. Sheeks peacefully relaxed. To the boys it was a miracle, and they felt
immense relief knowing the medication removed her pain. At the time, they didn’t know exactly
what the drug was, but to them it seemed like a magic elixir.Their mother’s grim health situation



affected everyone in the Sheeks household, including the entire staff of servants—the two
amahs, the cook, the cook’s assistant, the “Number One Boy” who served the meals and
supervised the servants, the chauffeur, and the house-cleaner “coolie.” In the 1930s, such a
large Chinese staff was fairly standard in major expatriate homes in Shanghai.Bob’s father’s
office in the heart of Shanghai was located in a multistory, redbrick building that looked like it had
been transplanted directly from London. Such architecture was typical of the office buildings
along and near the world famous Shanghai Bund, the grand riverfront avenue situated on a
broad curve of the Huangpu River. Like evocative thoroughfares in other cities around the world
—the Champs Élysées in Paris, the Unter den Linden in Berlin, or Broadway in New York—the
Bund in Shanghai had its own unique look and atmosphere. There was incessant street traffic,
and boats and barges of all sizes frenetically plowed up and down the Huangpu River. Imposing
European-style buildings facing the Bund housed the offices of the multinational banks and
corporations that drove Shanghai’s economy. Also along the Bund was the British Consulate
compound, the prestigious Cathay Hotel, and other landmarks. The atmosphere was one of
exotic sophistication and excitement, energized by the large amounts of money being made.4 It
was a fascinating place to be in the 1930s, and the Sheeks family was hoping the Japanese
conflict with the Chinese would be only a temporary annoyance.But the intrigue of Shanghai
continued to be dulled by the illness of Bob’s mother. It was like a black shroud had been drawn
over the household. Bob looked elsewhere for diversions and, when not attending school,
occupied himself with activities that took his mind off the situation at home. When he was
interested in something he threw himself into it whole hog, like his pigeon hobby. The Chinese
were crazy about pigeons, especially racing pigeons, and Bob had become interested in raising
homing pigeons. His father let him keep a dozen or more in loft cages on the roof of their
apartment building. Bob’s mother was convinced they were unsanitary, so his father made him
promise he would keep them out of the apartment and confine them to the roof.The challenge in
Chinese pigeonry was to release the birds in the morning and get them to return in the evening,
ideally bringing other pigeons back with them. The Chinese had many tricks to lure someone
else’s pigeons to join their flock, and they held contests to attract other owners’ pigeons. One
method was to put special scents on the pigeons. A favorite was “oil of clover” extract.
Theoretically, after applying the scent and releasing the pigeons, nearby flocks owned by others
would be attracted by the scent and follow your pigeons home, like perfumed streetwalkers
luring drunken sailors on shore leave. Bob was an analytical boy interested in biology, and he
was fascinated by the subtle intelligence of these seemingly unthinking, habit-driven birds. His
interest in pigeons foreshadowed a broader interest in wildlife that would lead him to study
biology at Harvard years later, before World War II overtook him and the rest of the world.In that
same biological vein, Bob also had a silkworm hobby. His amah had a rural upbringing, and
when he asked about silkworms she brought home a sheet of paper with what looked like about
two hundred little black dots on it. These were silkworm eggs, and she instructed Bob to pick
leaves from a mulberry tree, cut them into small pieces, and spread them over the sheet of



paper. Soon the eggs hatched and the tiny silkworms started eating the leaves. When they had
grown to the size of small pencil leads, they needed more shredded mulberry leaves to keep
them fed. Before too long, Bob’s amah brought home some bamboo trays to contain the rapidly
growing silkworms. By this time Bob had stripped virtually all the leaves from the mulberry tree in
his neighborhood, so he had to look farther afield. It turned out there were several of the trees
near his school in the French Concession. He would take a couple of pillowcases with him on his
bike, fill them with mulberry leaves, pedal back to the apartment, and spread them over the
bamboo trays. About six weeks into the great silkworm experiment, each of the voracious worms
had grown to the size of half a ball-point pen and had molted. They were now ready to make
cocoons. Bob’s amah placed a few silkworms on the mosquito net over his bed, and Bob
watched them rhythmically weave their cocoons, which, when completed, were harvested for
the silk. To predict whether the color of the silk would be white or gold, Bob was instructed to
turn the worms over and look at their legs—white legs meant white silk, gold legs, gold silk.To
retrieve the silk thread, Bob placed the finished cocoons in a pan of boiling water, thus killing the
silkworms. After the outer coverings of the cocoons dissolved, a single, long silk strand that was
wound around the cocoon would loosen. Bob would then use a chopstick to wind up the silk
strands one after another, and then unwind them to make a ball of silk thread. After a couple of
months he had two softball-sized blobs of silk thread, one white and one gold. They had no
monetary value because silk was commercially produced in great quantities in Shanghai. It
didn’t matter to Bob. As far as he was concerned, the silk was just the tangible end product of a
successfully conceived and meticulously executed biology experiment. Bob’s father finally had
enough when he realized the whole operation had run amok. Silkworm trays took up the greater
part of two rooms, and there were cocoons on nearly every mosquito net in the apartment. Bob’s
amah got rid of the worms shortly thereafter.Bob’s father had encouraged the pigeon and
silkworm hobbies, perhaps because of his upbringing as a farm boy from the prairies of North
Dakota. As a young man he left the isolation of the high plains for more exciting locales. He
found work with the Ford Motor Company, first in Seattle, and then in Hawaii. After World War I,
he and his wife moved to Shanghai to make their fortune, and he was hired by an American
industrial machine firm. He stuck with it and worked his way up to a position as a well-paid
business executive with another large American corporation that produced and distributed
automotive equipment. Both of his sons were born in Shanghai, and they had many friends
within the close-knit expatriate community. The boys called each other “Bobbie” and “Georgie,”
and their mother often referred to Bob as the “Duke of China” and George as the “Prince of
China.” For the Americans in Shanghai, it was a kind of surreal suspended animation, a gilded
existence far from the economic hardships that were gripping the United States during the Great
Depression.Surprisingly, the American families weren’t all that worried about the combat taking
place around Shanghai. They were reassured, probably over-optimistically in retrospect, by the
presence of the U.S. 4th Marine Regiment. The 4th Marines were a beloved part of the Shanghai
scene for the resident American community.5 Given the political troubles, the Marines were a



steadying influence, like a firm hand on the tiller of a ship in a storm. The Marines were
recognized not only as welcomed protection for the Americans’ homes and businesses, but also
as reliable and familiar symbols of the United States in Shanghai.On American holidays like
Memorial Day and the Fourth of July, the Marines suited up in their uniforms and snappily
marched down one of the main avenues of Shanghai in impressive martial formation behind the
Marine Regiment Band. Crowds lined the sidewalks, both Chinese and foreigners, and cheered
and clapped like small-town citizens watching a homecoming parade. As they marched, the
Marines typically sang the Marines’ Hymn. A big treat for the Boy Scout troop at the Shanghai
American School was to march along right behind the Marines.On most Sundays the U.S. 4th
Marine Regiment Band, conducted by the regimental chaplain, played a concert in the Grand
Theater downtown after church services. Dan Williams, along with his parents who were
missionaries in the Shanghai area, usually attended with the Sheeks family and the families of
Bucky Freeman and Billy Allman, two other boys who were in school together with Bob and Dan.
They usually sat together and enjoyed an uplifting offering of American music played expertly by
the Marine band. It was made all the more poignant by the fact they were hearing it in the midst
of Shanghai.After the concert, the band and other members of the 4th Marines mingled with the
audience. The young men were all self-assured, congenial, solid citizen types, and their casual
confident manner was reassuring to the Americans in the theater. They wore their impressive
dress blue uniforms with bright red trim and white caps. There was a sharp military competence
to their presence, and it was all very exciting to the boys.The boys gravitated to a group of
Marines and one in particular known to them as “Mac.” One of his duties was to work on the
Marine newspaper, titled Walla Walla, which meant “yak yak.” 6 Mac would occasionally take
them over to the Marine NCO (Noncommissioned Officers’) Club. The 4th Marines had many
amenities, and the Marine NCO Club, also called the Privates’ Club, was one of them. Like Mac,
most of the Marines in Shanghai were single, but several of them had married local “white
Russian” women, many of whom were beautiful blondes, some third generation. Their families
had fled Russia after the revolution and had formed a community in Shanghai. Dan had vivid
memories of the marriage ceremonies his father performed for Marines and white Russian
women.The Privates’ Club had a carpeted outer room with a large mahogany bar at one end and
plush, leather-covered chairs set around small tables. It had the look of an old-world gentlemen’s
club in London. In the living quarters, separate rooms were assigned to each private in the 4th
Marines. Mac’s room had a richly burnished dark-paneled door with a gleaming brass knob. A
polished brass plate affixed to the door was emblazoned with the words “Private First Class
John McElroy.”7 Inside was a huge, carpeted living room with furniture, lamps, a dining room
table, and a bed in one corner.Mac was assigned a personal valet and servant, a “batman” as it
was known in the British army. He was a slight-built Chinese man of about forty, and he spent his
time making sure Mac’s clothes were pressed, his rifle was cleaned, and errands Mac needed
were done. By any standard, this was a surprising level of luxury for a private in the Marine
Corps. But this was Shanghai, and even the monthly pay for a PFC, thanks to a favorable



exchange rate and prevailing low wages and prices, produced amazing buying power.The boys
were greatly impressed by Mac and the 4th Marines in Shanghai, and they all agreed excitedly
on one thing: they would join the Marine Corps as soon as humanly possible. As it turned out,
Bob and Dan would have this dreamy vision fulfilled in ways they could not have even vaguely
anticipated. Indeed, they would become Marines, but certainly their future service would never
include having their names emblazoned in gold letters on a door with a private room and a
servant.Even though the Sheeks family had moved downtown, Bob and his brother George
continued to attend the Shanghai American School in the French Concession. It was a Christian
missionary-owned and operated institution, and it provided high quality American-style
education for the children of the Americans in Shanghai. American kids whose parents lived
elsewhere in China could also attend. The Sheeks boys were usually driven to school by the
family chauffeur, but if the weather was nice, they rode their bicycles.There was another
advantage to living downtown, and that was ready access to the Bund. Something interesting
was happening there almost always, such as the frequent demonstrations by the Chinese urging
boycotts of Japanese products. These demonstrations were intended to be serious, but they had
a kind of lighthearted carnival atmosphere. This usually sparked a reaction when the
International Settlement police, many of them turbaned Sikhs from British India, tried to break
them up. It made for memorable entertainment for a ten-year-old boy.Bob would take the
elevator down to the street and walk the two blocks to the Bund. Along the riverfront were the
usual crowds of Chinese, all hurrying to get somewhere, and Bob looked forward to the new
sights he would encounter. On some days there were grisly things, like bodies floating in the
river. His father told him that some were suicides or accidents, and others were the victims of
murders and gang killings. Reportedly, according to his father, the Japanese had started
rounding up resisting Chinese civilians, executing them, and dumping the corpses in the muddy
water. Bob had come to accept a body simply as a package with no life left. Death was an
accepted fact of life. As his father had frankly explained, “That’s life and death in Shanghai.”On
one of his excursions to the Bund, Bob turned from the riverbank walkway to cross back over the
busy thoroughfare. A stream of traffic was going by, many bicycles and rickshaws, and among
them were cars and trucks. In one truck Bob noticed a Chinese boy, about his own age, sitting
on the back edge of the open bed. He was a peanut seller, holding a wide bamboo tray full of
paper bags filled with peanuts. As the truck started to slow down for traffic at an intersection, the
boy jumped down onto the street. But the truck had not stopped, and when the boy’s feet hit the
pavement, his forward momentum pitched him backward. His head smacked the pavement
violently with a loud noise that sounded like a bowling ball being dropped onto a concrete slab.
As Bob watched, the boy’s skull cracked open and his brain popped out intact on the asphalt,
bags of peanuts scattered around it. Bob felt sick to his stomach. Dead bodies in the river were
bad enough, but watching something as gruesome as what he had just seen, right in front of
him, was something else. Traffic had stopped and Bob turned quickly to hurry farther up the
Bund. Several policemen ran by him in the other direction toward the scene of the accident. As



he continued to hustle away quickly, he noticed traffic was again flowing normally. When he
looked back, there was no sign of the police, the body, the truck, or the scattered bags of
peanuts.He went back to the family apartment, and his amah made him a snack for lunch. He
could barely eat, and he had difficulty getting the image of the Chinese boy hitting the pavement
out of his mind. That evening Bob didn’t mention what he had seen on the Bund, and he tried
hard to forget it. This was by now a familiar process for the young boy, a way of coping with
sights and experiences that otherwise would be difficult to deal with consciously.Occasionally
Bob’s father had errands to run in Shanghai, and he would invite Bob along for the ride. These
trips began with Bob joining his father in the elevator down to the lobby of their apartment
building, and then emerging on the street from under an ornate, awning-covered entrance. Their
Chinese chauffeur, Mr. Ling, was waiting by the open door of a shiny, black Ford sedan with
immense rounded fenders. He stood by as Bob and his father climbed into the backseat. Mr.
Ling then closed the door behind them, got behind the wheel in the front seat, and expertly
guided the vehicle through the frenzied streets of Shanghai. There were few other cars on the
streets, but hordes of pedestrians swirled amidst darting fleets of bicycles and rickshaws. It was
a driving nightmare, but Mr. Ling wove the big Ford through the congestion, clearing the way
through the crowds by honking the horn constantly.Sometimes the errands took them to the
French Concession. It was like coming across a suburban oasis in the crowded chaos of
Shanghai. The zone was governed like a colony of France and was garrisoned by two
Annamese regiments of the French army, mainly composed of troops from Vietnam.8 The
adjoining International Settlement also was home to European and American expatriates,
though the French Concession had been considered by the Sheeks family to be more upscale.
The threat of combat between the Chinese and Japanese had caused security to be beefed up,
and the French police and troops, as well as the U.S. 4th Marines, had erected checkpoints on
the main streets leading into the French Concession. During one errand, Mr. Ling slowed the car
as he approached one of the blockaded intersections. There were several French troops and
two U.S. Marines in combat gear on patrol. Each carried a rifle. The French sported red berets
and the Marines wore the World War I-style steel helmets with the wide brim. Bob could see
several other French soldiers behind a machine-gun emplacement surrounded by sandbags.
The car came to a halt and a French officer peered through the windows. After a moment, he
straightened and motioned them forward.They drove on and eventually turned onto a tree-
shaded street lined with elegant French Victorian-style houses. Soon they were passing their
former residence, a distinguished brick house that could have been located just as easily in one
of the better neighborhoods of Boston or Baltimore. The move to the apartment downtown had
advantages and disadvantages. Bob and his brother were farther away from school and their
friends, but there was a lot more action downtown compared to the relative quiet of the French
Concession. Bob had made friends with a few Chinese boys in his new neighborhood, and he’d
been using the Chinese language he’d picked up to be able to communicate with them. But he
still missed the house where he had spent the first nine years of his life.Bob’s father was proud



of his sons. They were bright and excelled in school, and what they saw and experienced in
Shanghai, even though some of it was raw and shocking, surely would help them mature. Yet, he
was carrying the heavy burden of dealing with his sick wife. They had moved to Shanghai with
high hopes of a happy, prosperous, exciting life together in one of the most fascinating cities in
the world. Soon she would be gone. What would be best for the boys? They had their amahs’
care, but that was no substitute for a mother.Mr. Ling usually made a couple of stops for Bob’s
father’s errands, but they were never away for long from the apartment downtown. Afterward,
Bob returned to his schoolwork or his hobbies, and he often checked on his pigeons. He rode
the elevator up to the top floor, climbed a flight of stairs, and emerged onto a flat area
surrounded by sloping, corrugated, galvanized metal roofs. At one side, next to several vent
pipes, were three cage lofts containing enthusiastic-looking pigeons, eager to be released for
their daily flight. Bob opened the doors to each cage in turn. Cautiously, one by one, they edged
out with a fluttering of wings, and then flapped off noisily into the sky over Shanghai.One night
near the end of January 1932, as they flew away, Bob could hear the dull thud of artillery in the
distance, with occasional pops of rifle shots. Earlier that day his father had mentioned what they
had all feared: actual combat could begin at any minute between the Chinese and Japanese,
most likely in an area called Chapei on the outskirts of Shanghai. The sounds of gunfire, clearly
audible over the constant background roar of the city traffic, indicated the battle had begun.9As
the long night wore on, the unsettling sounds of distant artillery explosions made sleep
impossible. Bob and his father went up to the roof to check on the birds. All of them had returned
safely. They were sitting contentedly inside their cages, waiting to be fed, and then for the doors
to be closed. As Bob went through the motions of attending to the pigeons, he was more
focused on what appeared to be a spectacular fireworks display taking place a couple of miles
away around the North Train Station. The sounds of explosions echoed through the cool night
air. There was an almost constant pop, pop, pop, and an occasional geyser of burning debris
followed by a large boom. Tracers from gunfire, streams of glowing orange dots, arced in slow
motion into the dark night sky, a pyrotechnic accompaniment to the sounds of machine guns and
mortar explosions. A building burned furiously, its garish yellow flames shooting golden embers
into the night sky. The low clouds overhead were lit with a dull, red glow. Bob and his father
watched in silence for some time before they finally went inside.The outbreak of hostilities had a
disconcerting effect on the Sheeks family and the rest of the Americans living in Shanghai, even
though they thought the conflict had little to do with them. They felt sorry for the Chinese, but
rather than worrying about the larger geopolitical issues, they were mostly concerned with the
safety of their families and the stability of the business community. As far as the Americans were
concerned, there was an impenetrable wall of security around them provided by the armed
French police and security troops, the Shanghai Volunteer Corps, and of course the U.S.
Marines. The Japanese wouldn’t dare confront the Americans or, for that matter, the French and
British expatriates who also lived in Shanghai. A rumor had been circulating among the
Americans that the U.S. Army was prepared to send a force from the Philippines to make a



strong statement to the Japanese, the message being not to attack foreign interests in
Shanghai. As it turned out, things were alright for the Americans in Shanghai, more or less, until
after the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. Nearly all of the 4th Marines narrowly
escaped Shanghai as the Japanese closed in, and they made it safely to the Philippines. There
they fought against the Imperial Japanese Army for the next six months. They were taken captive
when Corregidor fell, after which they spent the next three and a half years in POW camps.10
The American civilians who remained in China soon found themselves in internment camps.11
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Bruce M. Petty, “it is that good. So much that has been written about the .... I lived on Saipan for
five years, from 1995 to 2000. I was there for the fiftieth anniversary of the battle for Saipan, as
well as the sixtieth and seventieth; and have returned many times since. While living there, I
explored just about every square foot of Saipan, as well as nearby Tinian, Rota and Guam. I not
only read everything I could find on the subject, but also interviewed hundreds from the WWII
generation; not just veterans, but also Pacific Island peoples, Japanese and Koreans; including
several Japanese language officers and one Nisei translator—Nobuo Kishiue from California. I
also knew Guy Gabaldon when he lived there.If allowed, I would give this book ten stars; it is that
good. So much that has been written about the Battle of Saipan over the years is little more than
a rehash of what others have written. One Marine’s War is new; it is fresh; and it tells another
side of the Pacific War. For sure there will be more books written about Saipan in the coming
years, but I doubt that few will match this one.Bruce M. Petty, author of Saipan: Oral Histories of
the Pacific War.”

H. A. Friedman, “A very early use of PSYOP against the Japanese in WWII. The hero of this book
is a Marine interpreter that started off disliking the Japanese but slowly grew to appreciate their
culture and sensitivity. During the island hoping invasions of the Marines he is called to read
Japanese documents and interrogate prisoners. Quite on his own and without any psychological
warfare training, he starts to use loudspeakers to call soldiers that were believed to always fight
to the death out of their caves. He saves many lives, both the Japanese and his Marines who do
not have to fight against those that surrender. I liked this story a lot. I was amazed at the way
Lieutenant Sheeks kind of invented PSYOP and used it while fighting the Japanese. He was
ahead of his time. What he did then is now routinely done on a daily basis in Iraq and
Afghanistan.”

J Book, “Cultural exchanges in WWII, the Pacific..... Interesting fellow, this hero.... He seems to
succeed in all he does... (Maybe not everything...but close.) He is a very strong man in
seemingly most ways. I don't mean he looks like Arney... I mean he seems to have valor,
commitment, (to his job and friends.), and he has the very good ability to be able to change as
life exposes him to new view-points. He goes from hating Japanese as a kid to learning how to
deal with them as enemies in war as an adult to working with them as a business/government
man. I admire this.I envy his learning Japanese. I lived there and married a Japanese lady who
shares my Christian life-style and I still haven't mastered the language. Sigh...The book is very
well written if not a little un-detailed in some areas. It comes across as Joe Friday in some
parts... but then, the hero gets through life by using a "Joe Friday shield" to protect
himself....especially during all of his early Chinese/Japanese expose and through-out the war.
I'd have hated to be one of his wives... But, the hero turns out to be pretty empathetic to all the



folks he rescues in his job during the war. He excels at this.This is a worthy read. It gives one a
very new perspective of a subject not often written about. It is NOT a deep book. Like I said,
Joe Friday is the style most of the time. You get to see the hero's character from only one or two
levels. Only in his romantic life do we see even a little bit of what he's made of.... pleasure and
fear....During his time working for the Marines in the war, we get to see how dedicated and
creative and compassionate he can be. But that is just one part of this person's character. We
never see who the "inside Bob" really is in this book.As a good read, I'd rate this a 5 star. As a
good character study, I'd rate it a 3... so I go with a 4 to average it out.”

Jane, “a human perspective on the defining event for the generation just passing now. This is the
latest in a series of WWII compilations and biographies by Jerry Meehl and co-authors.I am a
colleague and friend of Jerry's, and he interviewed my Dad for an earlier work, so my
reviewcomes from that perhaps biased perspective. Nonetheless, Jerry has a remarkable knack
for removinghimself enough from the narrative to let the incredible stories emerge from the
people who were there.I could hear my Dad's voice in Jerry's account in Pacific War Stories, and
I strongly suspect this would bethe case for Robert Sheeks' family and loved-ones. At the same
time, Jerry is thorough and accurate inhis historical settings. He mixes in just the right amount of
detail to lend credence and provide context withoutlosing the essential voice of the main
character. Robert Sheeks war experience and transformation is an amazingstory. It's thread is
never lost in this very readable account. One does not have to be a WWII buff to appreciate
thehumanity and the history that was lived out by the generation of Americans who are well into
the process of passing fromthe scene they helped to create and secure.”

James Garrett, “Great read from one our WWII Vets!. I was able to attend a book signing with
both authors and enjoyed what they had to say and how the book came about. It is always fun to
speak directly with the author about their book and the actual person that the book was written
about. Highly recommend this book on an experience by a Marine Japanese language
interpreter that you don't always get from reading other accounts of the Pacific war!”

Bao-Mei Sheeks, “Five Stars. Exceptional!”

Catherine E. Kuhlman, “A good read of a good man. I have always enjoyed reading personal
accounts of war in the Pacific theatre. This was a different type of Marine. He was
compassionate and fair. I would have enjoyed meeting him.”

The book by Gerald A. Meehl has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 10 people have provided feedback.
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