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ON FACING LIFE 
n '46, I met a man who was once my high school classmate, 
but whom I hadn't seen in several years. It was one of those 

unexpected meetings that delight people because each party 
knows that real friendship would exist if there was a way to be 
with each other. One comment led to another, and because 
we were having such a good time, we decided to prolong the 
enjoyment by ducking into a neighborhood bar for a beer or 
two. 

Once seated, we told each other our war stories. You don't 
need to know mine, but you should listen to one of his. After 
the war, my friend, Tom, found himself stationed on a small 
and hardly inhabited island. On the American side were 
several thousand CBs (or Sea Bee's, or construction batallion 
crews). On the native side were several hundred Philippinos. 
The island itself was no more than a few miles long and a 
couple of miles wide. On the eastern side was sheer rock 
rising up more than a hundred feet. On the western side was a 
magnificent beach of white sand and shady palms. In be
tween were tiny villages scattered here, there, and wherever 
there was cleared land between the two large naval bases, one 
on the southern tip and the other on the northern tip. 

It was Tom's job to "guard" Commander Philip Proctor 
Ill's home. Tom also served as a general factotum around the 
commander's home during those same hours (which was 
against navy regulations) and as a bartender, babysitter, and 
handyman there during his off hours (not against navy regula
tions but against the then tradition of reserving such servant 
type positions for the Black and Philippino stewards). 

Because the work that had to be done was easy, and that's 
because there were more workers than work that needed 
doing, and because none of it was terribly important or much 

noticed, Tom had a lot of time on his hands. Of course, he 
didn't want to risk falling asleep, something that bedeviled 
other men on such assignments. But he also didn't want to 
"make work" or look hard for real work. Therefore, he trained 
himself to observe everything around him. even the minuscule 
and the trivial. Much as Thoreau did at Waldon, Tom became 
an expert on the flora, fauna, foreigners, and Philippinos of 
this tiny atoll. 

One day, Tom saw a small group of native children, 
walking along the beach and heading toward the high cliffs. 
He watched with a mixture of anxiety and pleasure—anxiety 
because he knew how dangerous these cliffs were reported to 
be—and admiration for the grace and certainty visible in each 
of these children. He was about to call out to the children. 
"Don't go up there. I've seen people fall off those cliffs, some 
of them didn't get up." But he didn't call out, because by the 
time he had made up his mind to warn them, the children had 
already scaled the highest section, and Tom could see that 
they were in no danger. 

Several days later. Tom saw another group walking toward a 
high cliff. This time they were the children of Commandei 
Proctor, led by Mrs. Proctor. He called out, "Be careful!" but 
didn't say more because he knew his place. He didn't need to 
say more. In a matter of a few seconds, one of the children 
had fallen and severely scraped her leg. There was a huddle 
around Mary, and then hasty retreat to the safe and level 
beach. 

From that time on, Tom had often looked for the native 
children and. day by day. he learned about their way of doing 
things, about their certainty in this environment. And day by 
day, he watched the American children, always unsure of 
themselves in this hostile land, always fearful, always knowing 
that in the end it would not turn out good for them. 
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