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7‘( M‘,‘( Investigating Sources: The Bataan Death

f('f( March and the POW Experience

Overview:

Ben Steele

In 1940, Ben Steele, a young man from Montana, joined the army. He
was stationed in the Philippines when the Japanese attacked Pearl
Harbor. Nine hours later, the Japanese attacked the Philippines.
Weeks later, they invaded. Steele spent the first months of the war
fighting on the Bataan Peninsula. When American forces on Bataan
were surrendered, Steele was forced to go on the Bataan Death March.
He spent the next three and a half years as a POW. During captivity, he
| suffered from beriberi, dysentery, pneumonia, blood poisoning, and
malaria. He also had limited contact with his family.

Bataan Death March

After the surrender of 75,000 Filipino and American troops on Bataan, the Japanese
Army forced these POWs to march 65 miles from Bataan to San Fernando. More than
10,000 died on the march. Despite the intense heat, the POWs were given no food or
water. They were subject to physical abuse and random executions.

Concentration Camp

A concentration camp is a guarded compound used to detain or imprison groups of
people - typically members of ethnic minorities, political opponents, prisoners of war
(POWSs) etc. The prisoners are usually used to provide forced labor or to await
execution. The term is most strongly identified with camps established in Europe by
the Nazis between 1933-1945. The term can also be used to identify a number of POW
camps during World War II. Due to the poor conditions in Japanese POW camps, it is
estimated that 1 in 4 of all American POWs in Japanese custody died before the end of
the war.



Directions:

Use the following documents to complete each activity below. The documents include
Red Cross Postcards sent from Mr. Steele to his family in the United States, accounts
by escaped POWs that were written during the war, and a telegram from the War
Department to Mr. Steele’s family.
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War Department Telegram to Ben Steele’s Family April 27, 1943



IMPERIAL JAPANESE ARMY
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IMPERIAL JAPANESE ARMY

1. I am interned at—Philippine Military Prison Camp N3
Z.a3. My health is—excellent; good; fair; poor.

5. Message (50 words'limit)

Dearest Mother, Received several Eiters and box. Certainly

thank you. Am looking forward to brighter days at home. Feeling
fine, hoping this finds you all likewise. Give everyone my
best regards, your loving son, Ben. -

4/26/44 BEe Siﬁatum '

Red Cross Postcards from Ben Steele to his Family, 1944.
The content on these postcards was carefully monitored by the Japanese Guards.




“The march of death” began when

i of prisoners were herded to-

gether at Mariveles airfield on Bataan

at daylight on April 10, 1942, after their
surrender.

. Colonel Dyess, in a middle group,

?e::h this description of “the march of

“A Japanese soldier took my canteen,
ve the water to a horse, and threw
the canteen away. We passed a Filipino
prisoner of war who had been bayonet-
ed. Men recently killed were lying
along the roadside, many had been

run over and Hattened by Japanese -
trucks.

There were virtually no water fa-
cilities at Camp O’Donnell. Prisoners
stood in line for six to ten hours to
get a drink. They wore the same cloth-
ingal»;ithout change for a month and

a N

The principal food at Camp O'Don-
vell was rice. The. prisoners received
weat twice in two months, and then not
enough to give as many as a quarter of

em a piece an inch square,

One dilapidated building was set
aside and called a hospital. Hundreds
of men lay naked on the bare floor with-
out covering of any kind, There was no
medicine of any kind. The doctors had
not even water to wash human waste
from their patients. Some afflicted with
dysentery remained out in the weather
near the latrines until they died,

Men shrank from 200 ds to 90,
They had no buttocks. They were hu-
man skeletons,

By Oct. 26, 1942, 3,000 of the 12.00|
Army, Navy and Marine rison-
ers at Cabanatuan had died.
were 2,500 in the hospitals, and
American doctors doubted that ar
the%"beml? oy of desth was SR
cause of death was st
tion. This was definitely esubusw
autopsies performed by both American |
and Japanese doctors. After it was de-|
:ieﬂntlix,m?h;h? the men were starving to
eal anese answer :
there was no‘rood available. 'r::a”ﬁig
a great abundance of food avail
the Philippines at the time.
Other diseases caused i .

diarrhea, malara, scurvy, blindness.
diphtheria, yellow jaundice, and dengue
ﬁvne; Several men went completely
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Excerpts from Accounts of Escaped POWSs, Newsweek, February 7, 1944,



Questions:
War Department Telegram and Red Cross Postcards:
1. After reading the Red Cross postcards from Mr. Steele to his family and the

telegram from the War Department to his family, describe life as a P.O.W. under
the Japanese.

Death March and P.O.W. camp accounts from escaped POWs:

2. After reading the accounts by escaped POWs, write another description of life as
a P.O.W. under the Japanese based on these sources.

War Department Telegram and Red Cross Postcards:

3. Return to the Red Cross postcards and War Department Telegram. After
reading the accounts of escaped POWs, what information do you think is
missing from the Red Cross Postcards and the War Department Telegram? Why
might this information be missing?

4. Revise your initial description of life as a P.O.W. under the Japanese.



Thinking Further:

1. What information do you think Mr. Steele may have left out of his postcards?
Why? What information may have been left out of the war department letters,
and why?

2. Why do you think information was censored during the war? Can you think of
any other examples where information has been censored?



