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P: This is December 3, 2004, and I am in New Smyrna Beach, Florida, with Victor 

Cote. Tell me about where you grew up and what kind of schooling you had 
before you went into the service?  
 

C: I was born in Tewksbury, Massachusetts, on April 7, 1920. I lived there until I 
was about six years old and then we moved to Long Island, New York. This is 
where I went to school and graduated from high school, in East Hampton, Long 
Island, New York.   
 

P: When did you join the Armed Forces? 
 

C: I enlisted in October 15, 1940. I was in Lowell, Massachusetts. Six of us enlisted, 
three of us from Lowell and three from Pepperal, Mass[achusetts], and I’m the 
only one that came back.  
 

P: What service did you join? 
 

C: The Army Air Corps. 
 

P: Why? 
 

C: I don’t know, at the time I couldn’t find any work, and I just wanted to get away 
from having to have my parents support me. So I enlisted to go to the Philippine 
Islands, which I thought would be a great thing because I never thought the 
Japanese would ever attack the United States. I didn’t think they were that crazy.  
 

P: What kind of training did you have? Did you have training before you went over 
to the Philippines? 
 

C: I’ll cover that. We left Lowell, Massachusetts, six of us, and we rode trains to Fort 
Slocum, New York. In Fort Slocum, New York, we were waiting for shipment 
overseas and while we were there, we were given training. We had sergeants, 
corporals [and they were] marching us, training us, and drilling us. We were there 
for about three months and then I was put on the USS Grant [Transport, 1914-
1941], which was a troopship. 

 
 We went down through the Panama Canal and saw the locks [system which 

helps lift/guide ships through the canal toward the Pacific Ocean]. Then we came 
through San Francisco to Angel Island. I stayed for about a week and then they 
put me on the ship again and we went to Hawaii. On the way to Hawaii the ship 
broke down and we came limping in just very, very slowly. So we get into Hawaii 
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and they kept me there for about two or three weeks until they got another ship. 
The other ship they got was the USS Leonard Wood. I got on the USS Leonard 
Wood and I rode on that to the Philippine Islands.  
 

P: How long did that trip take? 
 

C: I really don’t know—quite awhile, a good month. When I got to the Philippine 
Islands, I was just a private. I was assigned to headquarters and headquarters 
squadron, Twentieth Air Base Group, Nichols Field, Philippine Islands. While I 
was there, I worked in the file room as a clerk.  
 

P: What else did you do in terms of training? 
 

C: No training at all. The only training I ever [had] was at Fort Slocum, and when I 
got to the Philippine Islands, I was put to work in the file room. No training at all. 
You’ll see as I go along. 
 

P: They didn’t even teach you to fire a weapon? 
 

C:  No, I never had a weapon. 
 

P:  It’s also interesting that you signed up, obviously, before Pearl Harbor. What 
were the dates of your trip to the Philippines?  
 

C: I’d say January 1941.  
 

P:  So you were there almost a year before the war started? 
 

C: It was a great duty. I played golf, I wore shorts all the time. I thought it was great, 
and I never thought the Japanese would ever attack the United States. Then one 
morning in December I was downstairs in my barracks, I was shaving. One of the 
fellows came running downstairs and said the Japanese just bombed Pearl 
Harbor. I heard a lot of noise so I ran outside and the sky was full of Japanese 
planes. They were strafing and bombing; our planes were all burning on the 
ground. I turned around and my barracks [were] on fire. 

 
 I had no weapon, just what I had on me was all I had. My barracks were burning 

right down to the ground. Then I ran and I hid in some bushes at the edge of the 
field for that day. The next day I was issued a rifle; it was an 03 Springfield [1903] 
with a bolt action. It was covered with Cosmoline [petroleum jelly to prevent rust]. 
I had to clean it up and they gave me some ammunition and I’d fire at the 
airplanes as they flew over. Every day they came over. There were hundreds of 
them and they’d wreck all our planes. All our barracks were burned down. My 
first sergeant would send me on an errand, and I can hear the bullets going 
around me, zing, zing, all around me. I don’t know how I never got hit.  
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P: I understand the sound of those bullets was a very distinctive sound. 

 
C: Yes, a zing, zing, you can hear them whooshing by me. I don’t understand how I 

didn’t get hit. 
 

P: I understand the first day, the Japanese wiped out most of the planes. So you 
were vulnerable and couldn’t fight back. 
 

C: We had P-40s, I never saw one of them take off—I was only a private so I really 
don’t know—I’m just giving you my view. I never saw one take off. We dug pits 
and put machine guns in them and we were firing at the planes. Then I was 
walking by and I saw a bomb hit [and] a guy got wiped right out. We were there, I 
think, only for a week. I’m not too sure about that. Then they took me to Manila 
on a truck and they put me on a barge. When I got to Manila, the port section of 
it, the buildings were all down to the ground. Everything had been bombed, it was 
desolate. There were bodies on the ground. They put me on a huge black barge, 
with probably a hundred other fellows, and towed me across Manila Bay to 
Bataan.  
 

P: I should point out that Bataan is a peninsula across Manila Bay.   
 

C: Right. So while I was on there, the Jap planes came down and they were strafing 
and strafing. A couple of times I’d go under the water to try to get away from 
them. They were killing guys all over the place. Then I’d climb back up; someone 
had to help me get back up. I landed in Bataan in a little village called Pasay. We 
were stationed right there in the front lines. I moved in about 200 or 300 yards 
from Pasay, inland. I dug myself a foxhole and we’d sit there and I had my rifle. 
Day after day the Jap [Japanese] planes would come over and they’d be 
bombing and strafing. Most of them flew overhead [with] the artillery going. 

 
 Then one day, one of my friends had both of his legs blown off. I went to help him 

and I was throwing up. I couldn’t help him. He was crying because his feet hurt, 
[but] he had no feet. That’s when I built up a [emotional] shield. Whenever I saw 
something bad I’d make believe I wasn’t there and I still have that today. My wife 
said to me, when someone passed away, she said, how can you be so cold? But 
I’m just protecting myself, you know, from the war.  
 

P: Well, it’s extraordinarily traumatic. It’s hard to get more traumatic than that.  
 

C:  About once a week I’d go out on a patrol. It would be about six of us; we were 
right on the front line. We’d go out looking for the Japanese. We’d find the bodies 
of the patrol that went out the night before. They were all killed and we’d drag 
them back.  
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P: So by this time the Japanese had large ground forces, all in Bataan. 

 
C: Yes. They were in front us, and there was also terrific bombing and strafing all 

the time. It was continuous.  
 

P: And artillery as well? 
 

C:  Oh yeah. We were there, I think, about three months. Then in April, I said to my 
lieutenant, “I’m going to be 22 years old on April 7th.” He said, “You’ll never see 
it.” That’s what he told me. 
 

P: You were in the units commanded by General King who was Commanding 
General of Filipino-American forces on Bataan, 1942.  
 

C: I don’t even know who was commanding. All I know was that I was on Bataan, 
and I did as I was told. But let me finish my story. So, now I became sick. We had 
no food and they were trying to give us rice, but they didn’t know how to cook the 
rice. It was terrible and I developed terrible stomach problems. 
 

P: Dysentery? 
 

C: Well, no, I wouldn’t say it was dysentery, but I became very sick to my stomach. 
Everything I was passing was mucous; it was a white mucous. I didn’t pass 
anything else, just white mucous, and I became very sick. So I told my First 
Sergeant about it and he said—this is how I survived—he said, “You have to go 
back to the hospital. There is nothing we can do for you.” He gave me a note and 
he said, “Walk back to the line and the hospital is in the big field.” I did and as I 
was walking back, all the American boys were putting their rifles on me because 
they thought I was a deserter. I had to show them my note. 

 
 When I got to the hospital they couldn’t do anything for me. I was just sleeping on 

the ground; there was nothing there. All the rest of them, the wounded, were all 
sleeping on the ground. This is when the Bataan Death March [weeklong march 
starting April 10, 1942] was going on. This was how I survived, because if I had 
made that Death March, I would never have lived. But this is how I survived 
because I was in the hospital at the time.  
 
We were starving and one day I said, gee I got to find some food. I went out two 
or three times looking for food. I found a monkey one time and I killed it and we 
ate it. I was out another day looking for food and three Japs grabbed me. They 
put their guns on me and they grabbed me. They put me on a truck and took me 
to Camp O’Donnell. When I got to Camp O’Donnell, that was right after the 
Bataan Death March. When you came into the front gate, the ground was littered 
with dead bodies, American boys—18-, 19- 21-year-old. Blue-eyed, black-eyed, 
brown-eyed, staring up into the sky, laying on the ground. I met a couple of boys 
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from my outfit, one was Bill Glass. He was dying. He was laying on the bamboo 
slats dying. So they [Japanese] put me on the burial detail and I’d carry a body 
down to the burial ground. We buried them in holes previously dug. The holes 
were only about eighteen inches deep and they were like twenty feet wide and 
forty feet long. We laid the bodies in there side by side. We put the dog tags in 
their mouths so they could be identified later on.  
 

P: What did most of them die of? Did they die of war wounds, malaria, or dengue 
fever? 
 

C: Malaria, dysentery, [mostly] diseases. They were drinking the water from streams 
that were all polluted from animal urine. That’s what killed them—[that] and 
starvation. 
 

P: How were you treated when you were first captured by these three Japanese 
soldiers? 
 

C: I thought they were going to shoot me, but they didn’t. They put me in a truck and 
didn’t do anything to me. They took me to Camp O’Donnell. When I got to Camp 
O’Donnell, there wasn’t any food, no water. To get a drink of water you had to get 
in line for two to three hours, just to get a drink of water. But I did it, I had to. 
Then one day a domestic cat came walking by the fence and one of the guys 
reached through and grabbed it. That’s how I had a piece of cat meat. That’s all 
we had, probably just one little thing of rice a day. We were starving. My weight 
was going down and down and down. 
 
I was there for two weeks at Camp O’Donnell. One day, they had a detail to 
[bring us] back to Bataan. They grabbed me because I could walk. So I went 
back to Bataan and I was working there salvaging things that the Americans had 
left. That only lasted about a month. Then they sent me to Bilibid Prison. Bilibid 
Prison was in Manila and that was like a penitentiary, it was different.  O’Donnell 
was a barbed wire enclosure with bamboo hut[s]. This was like a prison camp, 
and all the guys in there were dying. They were all skin and bones, probably 
weighed about sixty or seventy pounds. It was really bad. 
 
But I didn’t stay there too long, they took me to Cabanatuan. Now Cabanatuan 
was actually two camps; one was the duty camp where men worked and the 
other side was the hospital side. When I first went, they put me on the duty side. 
My job then was to knock down anthills. These anthills were three or four feet 
high and they wanted to level off the field. So they gave me a big hoe with a long 
handle. When I knocked the anthill down, thousand of ants would come out. One 
day, along came a huge snake and I ran away from it. The Japs came and 
grabbed it, and they hung it up, skinned it and ate it. I did that for a while.   
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P: Let me ask you about your work day. What time would you go to work, how long 

would you work, were you guarded the whole time? 
 

C: Yes, oh yeah, there were always Japanese guards there. It was probably about a 
ten-hour day, but I really can’t tell you, it was sixty-three, sixty-four years ago. All 
the guys had dysentery, I had dysentery. Everywhere you look you saw guys 
down having bowel movements. Dysentery was rampant and everybody was 
starving. 
 

P: I have heard that the Japanese were very capricious with punishment. They 
might just hit you with a rifle—for no reason. Did they do that to you? 
 

C: Of course, I got hit many times. When you’re working, and you are doing your 
best, they’d give you a whack just to make you hurry up. When I was working on 
a farm, planting comodies—comodies is another word for sweet potatoes–we 
were planting those and some of the guys were planting them upside-down. And 
they would tell us we were planting them upside-down, things like that. There 
was one guy, Carmichael, he was a gay. He was making up [to] those Japanese 
guards and they’d laugh at him. But one day one of them took a rifle and wacked 
him. They killed him right on the spot.  
 

P: For no particular reason. 
 

C: No, just because he was gay.  
 

P: Did they use the bayonets a lot? Because I’ve heard that they would use the 
bayonets to prod people. 
 

C: Yes, they’d give you a prod with the bayonet. They never did it to me.  
 

P: So you were working to plant the sweet potatoes. What was your next 
assignment?  
 

C: I became very, very sick now. I had dysentery and malaria. I became very, very 
sick with malaria, so they sent me over to the hospital side. And when I went over 
to the hospital side, the Japanese brought over some liquid quinine. Did you ever 
drink liquid quinine? 
 

P:     No. 
 

C:     It’s the most awful thing in the world. But I drank it and it saved my life because 
it’s the only thing I had to cure the malaria.  
 

P: Did they have decent medical facilities? 
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C:  Nothing. The only thing they gave me was that liquid quinine.  

 
P: So they didn’t treat your dysentery, they didn’t look after anything else? 

 
C: No. There I was. I probably weighed seventy-five pounds. 

 
P: How much did you weigh going in? 

 
C:  150 [lbs.]. Now I’m 23 years old and it’s the rainy season and the rain is pouring 

down and I weighed seventy-five pounds. I slept in bamboo huts and I slept on 
bamboo. When you’d get up in the morning the guy next to you would be dead. 
The next day the guy on the other side would be dead. I was surrounded by 
death all the time. I had dysentery and it was rainy season, the rain was pouring 
down. 

 
 They had these outhouses that were just wooden boxes over a hole in the 

ground. The thing collapses and I went into the manure. I’d come up and all I had 
on was a g-string, no clothes, just a g-string. I lost my g-string, I’m completely 
naked, it’s three o’clock in the morning, I’m 23 years old, I weigh seventy-five 
pounds and I’m washing myself off in the rain. I’m crying, saying, “God what am I 
doing here?”  
 

P: Did you learn any Japanese? 
 

C:  Well, [sin ni yako roko ju san] was my number, 1263. 
 

P: My understanding was if you could learn a little Japanese, it would help you. 
 

C: I learned enough that when I was finally released, I made my way back to 
America on Japanese trains in Japan just from the little knowledge of Japanese 
that I had. I could make myself understood.  
 

P: Wouldn’t that benefit you? Because I know on certain occasions the Japanese 
would yell at some of the prisoners to do something and they couldn’t 
understand.  
 

C: Yeah, but most of the time I knew what they were talking about.  
 

P: Now, let me go back if I may. Were many or any of the people you were with, 
particularly in Camp O’Donnell, were they on the Bataan Death March [beginning 
April 10, 1942, prisoners of War were led by the Japanese on a six-day, sixty-
five-mile journey from Mariveles to Camp O’Donnell]? 
 

C: Yes.  
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P: What did they tell you about their experience? 

 
C: They didn’t tell me a word. They were all just dying. They were dying by fifty or 

sixty a day.  
 

P: Well, only ten percent survived.  
 
C: I’d see the hate in their eyes. They were miserable. One guy was Bill Glass. I 

tried to help him, but he didn’t want anything to do with anybody. He just died.  
 

P: What about your attitude at this point? What kept you alive?   
 

C: I don’t know. I was always a tough kid. I have to admit that. I played football and I 
was a rugged kid. I think that was the only thing that kept me alive. Many times I 
really wanted to die. But getting back to Cabanatuan. We were surrounded by 
barbed wire. Three of our boys went through the barbed wire trying to escape, 
which was impossible. We were in an Asian country and we stood out like a sore 
thumb. So the Japs caught them [and] they brought them back, and they gave 
them each a shovel. They made them dig their own grave. Then they stood them 
up at the end of the graves and shot them and down they went. Then they issued 
an order and it said if anybody else tried to escape they were going to shoot ten 
of us.  
 

P: Five on each side of the escapee’s prison number? 
 

C: Yes. So we lived with that, that if someone else tried to escape, we would get 
shot. Now, in Cabanatuan they had a ward they called a Zero Ward. That was 
just a bamboo building. Everybody who went in there was just barely alive and 
they all came out dead. That’s why we called it the Zero Ward. That’s where I 
sent these cards—they’d come from Cabanatuan—and we were [severely] 
warned not to say anything about our living conditions. We were starving, we 
were beaten, we had dysentery, malaria.  
 

P: For the record, this is a card given out by the Imperial Japanese Army and it 
allows the POW to say “I am interned” and lists the camp. Then the prisoner 
chooses from: my health is “excellent,” “good,” “fair,” or “poor.” And as you said 
earlier, you better put “good.” Then the card said “I am improving,” “not 
improving,” “better,” “well.” You underlined “well.” And then you were not allowed 
to write anything else to your family other than I hope you are well or say hello to 
somebody. It’s just a little three by five card. But at least it gave the families the 
knowledge that you were alive.   
 

C: That’s right. If you put down “poor,” they wouldn’t send it. That’s the only way my 
parents knew that I was alive. 
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P: How long would it be before they would get these cards? 

 
C: I had no idea. But I didn’t know I sent so many of them to be honest with you. 

There are quite a few there.  
 

P: Did you have any contact at all with the Red Cross? 
 

C: Every once in a while they would send a package. There really wasn’t much. The 
most important thing was the cigarettes. What I would do with my cigarettes was, 
I’d trade two cigarettes for a meal later because I was always hungry and I could 
eat the rice. I want to tell you another thing. Hundreds and hundreds of American 
boys died of starvation because they couldn’t eat the rice. But I ate the rice. 
 

P: They couldn’t or wouldn’t? 
 

C: They couldn’t or wouldn’t, I don’t know what it was, but they starved to death 
because they wouldn’t eat the rice. I ate it and I kept looking for more. I’d trade 
my cigarettes. I wouldn’t smoke them. I’d trade them for rice. That’s one of the 
reasons I survived. 
 

P: Lester Tenney, in his book, My Hitch in Hell: The Bataan Death March [2000], 
talked about this. He said irrational people would trade their food for cigarettes, 
knowing, number one, they’d starve to death, and number two, cigarettes weren’t 
good for them. But they needed that to help them get through the ordeal. 
 

C: There were some guys there who would give up their life for cigarettes. They 
were after me. I wanted to trade my cigarettes, but I didn’t open the 
[conversation]. They did, they wanted the cigarettes. They’d say, please Victor, 
please, I’d give you my ration of rice next Tuesday for two cigarettes today. 
Things like that, and I’d say OK. And I’d get my ration of rice and I’d enjoy it 
because I could eat the rice.  
 

P: Well, a key again, and this is one reason you survived, is that you have to keep 
your health up, and you have to eat, no matter what it is.  
 

C: But as far as the Red Cross goes, [we received] very, very little. We didn’t get it 
that often. I don’t really remember, maybe once or twice a year.  
 

P: The Japanese didn’t adhere to the Geneva Convention [one of a series of 
arguments first formulated at an international convention held in Geneva, 
Switzerland, in 1864, establishing rules for the treatment of prisoners of war, the 
sick, and the wounded]. Did they do other kinds of torture? There was this water 
torture where they would pour saltwater down peoples’ throats and fill their 
bellies up and jump on the belly. Or they would string you up by the thumbs. 
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C:    I didn’t see that, but what I did see at Cabanatuan [the way they punished the 

boys]. They’d string them up by the front gate and they’d tie their hands to the 
back of their knees and kneel down on them. Then they’d be there twenty-four 
hours a day, day in, day out, and they’d beat them with clubs and rifles, and they 
would starve them to death. They would just die right there. What a cruel, cruel 
thing to see. And there was nothing we could do about it.  
 

P: Sometimes they would tie them with rawhide and as it dried out, it would tighten. 
 

C: I saw that. 
 

P: Would you, at any point, have an option to go to an American camp commander 
and have him intercede with the Japanese? 
 

C: Where I was, there were no officers, we were just enlisted men. And they 
couldn’t intercede with the Japanese anyway. I don’t think even Wainwright 
[General John Mayhew Wainwright IV, commander U.S. Forces in Philippines, 
1942] could intercede with them. I mean, I never ran into him. 
 

P: General Wainwright was the commander of the forces on Corregidor who 
surrendered on May 6, 1942. Do you think that the Japanese treated you 
differently because of their code of Bushido [traditional code of the Japanese 
samurai stressing honor, self-discipline, bravery, and simple living], and they saw 
these Americans as having surrendered, therefore they were weak, therefore 
they were cowards?  

 
C: I believe that, yes.  

 
P: So were they brutal?  

 
C: Actually, there were cruel ones, but [there were also] some that weren’t that 

cruel. They were like American boys—they were good and bad. There were 
some that were kind to us. But the ones that were cruel, I mean they would kill 
you. When I went back to Bataan on that work detail I told you about, one 
Japanese came up to me with four other Japanese and they all had rifles. He 
was looking for anybody that saw a plane shot down on a certain date. It was his 
brother flying on a plane and he was going [to] execute whoever shot down his 
brother’s plane. He was looking for the guy who shot down his plane. Just 
random things like that. 
 

P: Did you ever try to trade cigarettes or anything with the Japanese? 
 

C: Never, never, never. Just with fellow prisoners. 
 

P: Tenney also says in his book that one of the things that helped him survive was 
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that you have to have “street smarts.” You had to know when you didn’t want to 
be first in line, when you wanted to be back in the line, or how to get a little extra 
rice. 

 
C: You had to make decisions. A lot of the times I made bad decisions, the other 

times I made good decisions. But you had to make decisions because you are 
trying to survive. That’s all you’re trying to do is survive. It was three and a half 
years. I got to the point where I thought it was hopeless. I figured I was a dead 
man. Many, many times I figured I was a dead man, but you had to make 
decisions. Sometimes you made a wise decision but mostly you made bad 
decisions. You just can’t help it. 
 

P: Well, of course, the Japanese were so capricious that you wouldn’t know what 
they would do regardless of what you did. If you were last in line, they might 
decide they would whack you just because you were last in line. How did you 
relate to the guards—those who were nice to you? Was there any personal 
exchange? Did any of them speak English? 
 

C: Yes, oh yes. There were some that were educated in the United States. They 
used to make fun of us and laugh at us. They talked better American than I did. 
There were some that couldn’t speak a word of English. 
 

P: Well, I understand also that they saw themselves as a superior race. There was 
quite a lot of racism as well.  
 

C: Going back to the beginning of the war, I never thought Japan would attack the 
United States—never, never, never in my wildest dreams. When I went over 
there, I thought I was in the safest place in the world. I really did. I’m not a hero, I 
got caught over there and all I did was try to survive. I was never a hero, I don’t 
want you to think that I was a hero. I was just trying to survive. And I never 
thought Japan would attack the United States.  
 

P: Do you know if there were any Jewish people in your camp? 
 

C: The guy [Max] that came running down the stairs that said the Japs just bombed, 
he was Jewish. 
 

P: Did they treat them any differently? 
 

C: Not that I know of.  
 

P: How about race? Were there any African Americans? Were there any Filipinos? 
 

C: There were a lot of Filipinos but they weren’t in with us. They were separate. As 
far as African Americans, I really don’t remember, but we had a lot of Australians. 
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We had Englishmen with us, especially in Japan.   
 

P: That’s a question I’d like to bring up. I read somewhere that for some reason, the 
Australians and the British survived the camps better than the Americans. Did 
you find that to be true?   
 

C: Well, I think what happened is they didn’t go through the torture that we went 
through to begin with. So I think when they were captured, they were in good 
shape. I agree with you, where I met them was in Japan, the Australians and the 
English, and they were in better shape than we were.  
 

P: So they didn’t go through the trauma? 
 

C: They didn’t go through the trauma that I went through. Through Cabanatuan and 
O’Donnell. 
 

P: OK, finish up your experience after you were planting your sweet potatoes. What 
did you do after that? 
 

C: That’s when I got malaria and they sent me over to the hospital side. Then I met 
five boys from my outfit and I was so glad to see them. They were all very, very 
sick. We used to sit around and argue over who would be the next one to die. But 
they used to say to me, “Vic, you look good, you look good.” Evidently they were 
right because every one of them died, but I survived.  
 

P: Isn’t it important also, in that context, to have close friends who are supportive of 
you and just by them telling you that you look good? Didn’t that help your 
attitude? 
 

C: I had close friends, but then I lost them. So you tried to make friends as you went 
along. But you’d make a friend and then he’d die. It was very, very hard. It was 
hell on earth. I can’t describe to you what I went through. I went through torture 
day after day after day. It was really torture in that Cabanatuan, that hospital site 
of that prison camp. It was terrible, terrible. Terrible living conditions, terrible, 
terrible. I don’t know how to show you how bad it was. It was really, really terrible. 
 

P: Did you try to help your buddies and did they try to help you survive? Did you try 
to get them an extra ration, or a blanket, or whatever would help? 
 

C: There were no blankets. I slept on bamboo completely naked, just in a g-string. 
I’d wake up in the morning and the guy on the side of me would be dead, then 
the other guy would be dead. I mean there was death all over the place. 
 

P: Could you help your buddies in any way? 
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C: You’d try but there was nothing you could do. What could we do? We were all 

starving. 
 

P: How did they deal with the dead bodies? Would they just take them and toss 
them or they’d give them a burial? 
 

C: In Camp O’Donnell, I helped bury them. In Cabanatuan, I don’t know, I wasn’t 
involved with that at all. I never saw that. They must have buried them 
somewhere. In Camp O’Donnell, it was right after the Death March so they were 
fairly good-size boys. But in Cabanatuan, they were just skeletons. 
 

P: You buried some people who came in 200 pounds but would weigh 100 pounds. 
Where did you go after Cabanatuan? 
 

C: They came one day, probably late 1943 or early 1944. They took me and a 
bunch of other guys on a Hell Ship in Manila. They put us in—it was just a 
freighter; the top deck was where the Japanese were, and we were down in the 
hold. The hold was just the bare bottom of the ship and there was bags of grain 
in there. They took me, and down the hold I went, and they had boxes strapped 
to the side of the ship with ropes. That was our bathroom. So we’d go up there 
and climb over the rail and do our duty over the sea. The thing was full of grain 
bags. 

 
 You were talking about making decisions, so one day I said, “I’m going to sleep 

on top of the grain bags because that would be softer for me than sleeping on the 
floor.” Well, that was the worst decision I ever made because in no time at all I 
was covered with body lice. They were breeding in those grains. All day long I’d 
be full of body lice, and I would be cracking them here, cracking them there. They 
were killing me. So one of the boys said, “Victor, you have to get off those grain 
bags and get down on the floor.” 

 
 That trip from the Philippine Islands to Japan, [which is] normally maybe a four- 

or five-day trip, we were on that goddamn ship for three months. [We were on the 
ship] for three months because the Americans were bombing everything they 
saw. So they’d go into every little port and when they’d go in a port, they’d stay 
there for two or three weeks. We were suffering like that for three whole months. 
It was terrible, and the goddamn lice were eating me up. We had one cup of rice 
a day and a cup of water. The living conditions were atrocious.  
 

P: And you got no exercise and had very little fresh air. 
 

C: No washing, I was dirty from head to foot. I never washed for three months. I 
always tried to be a clean person. Even when I was in Cabanatuan, I always tried 
to wash. But I couldn’t wash. The Japs came and they’d [the Allies] bombed one 
of the Hell Ships and they killed all the POWs on it.  
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P: That happened several times. Several [Japanese ships carrying] American 

POWs were killed by American planes bombing those freighters.  
 

C: I was lucky that they didn’t get me. 
 

P: Were you attacked, or strafed, or bombed by American planes? 
 

C: Not at that time, no. They just kept pulling into these little ports and we’d be there 
for two or three weeks. So finally they pulled us into Moji, Japan, and we were all 
in rags. Skin, bones, and rags. When we got off the ship, there were hundreds of 
Japanese civilians watching us. They put us on trucks and took us to Camp 
[Fukuoka] #17. 
 

P: When you got to Japan, what did you think was going to happen? Did you think 
they were going to repatriate you, kill you, put you to work? 
 

C: I thought I was going to die. What else could you think? I thought I was going to 
die. I never thought I’d ever come back. I thought I was going to die. 
 

P: In some ways it might have been worse to be in Japan than in the Philippines 
since MacArthur [General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Allied Commander of 
the Southwest Pacific Theater] returned to the Philippines. You might have a 
better chance of being rescued.  
 

C: Actually, when I got to Japan the living conditions were a little bit better because 
we were in regular buildings. They had a mess hall there. You ever hear of 
Lieutenant Little? He ran the mess hall. He was the cruel American, and his KPs 
[kitchen patrol], they were all great big guys because they were getting all the 
food they wanted. They treated us like dirt. Some of the Americans were mad.  
 

P: I heard about him. Once the war was over, the prisoners wanted to get that guy. 
 

C: They tried him, but they found him not guilty. That was Lieutenant Little. 
 

P: Some of the POWs wanted to get him. How do you feel about that? The 
argument that I can remember about this case was, he said that we were trying 
to save at least five or six of us. And while we weren’t helping the rest of them, 
we at least were intermediaries, we weren’t anti-American. We weren’t trying to 
kill our fellow POWs. We were just trying to make our way as best we could.  
 

C: This man, to me, he just thought that he was God almighty. That’s the attitude I 
got. He just believed he was above everybody else and all he was was in [being 
in] charge of the mess hall. That’s like being the king and they had no mercy for 
anybody. I went in one day, and you’re always starving. I got out of line to try to 
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get a little extra rice and one of the KPs picked me up by the shirt collar. Picked 
me up right off the ground with one hand. I probably weighed around ninety-five 
pounds and he probably weighed about 250 [lbs.]. He picked me right up off the 
ground. That’s how big they were, and they didn’t care about us.  
 

P: At Camp #17 you had a little number, so whenever you ate, somebody would 
check that number so you wouldn’t get two rations? 
 

C: I don’t remember that. 
 

P: But obviously they watched you pretty closely so you didn’t get a second ration. 
So all the food was doled out by the lieutenant and his group? 
 

C: You used to go in there and you’d see the big, big bowls of rice all piled up. The 
rice was all red. You never got any rice like you’re used to. It’s all red and 
coarse, but I ate it and I loved it because that’s all that was keeping me alive.  
 

P: One of the things you brought back with you was your mess kit and you had it 
with you for three and a half years and you still have it. You take it with you 
everywhere you go. 
 

C: I took that with me because this was my life. I ate out of this for three and a half 
years. It was the most precious thing I owned. It was the only thing I ever owned 
[in prison]. Even when I was naked, I had my mess kit with me because if I didn’t 
have it, how could I get my rice? This was my lifeline. 
 

P: You also managed to trade cigarettes for a small spoon.  
 

C: Yes, I traded it because I wanted my rice to last longer. I had a big spoon but my 
rice would go down too fast.  
 

P: People don’t understand the fact that if you don’t have a receptacle for the rice, 
you can’t survive. You just can’t put it in your hands. 
 

C:  I gave a speech in Daytona Beach last year telling my experience. And I said, 
“Hundreds of American boys died of starvation because they couldn’t eat the 
rice.” One woman raised her hand and she said, “Why couldn’t they eat the 
rice?” I said, “I don’t know, they couldn’t eat it.” Then I told them about the 
Japanese, how cruel they were. Another lady rose and she said, “Mr. Cote, I 
have three Japanese neighbors and they are the kindest people I have ever 
known.” And I said, “Lady, I don’t know anything about your neighbors, I’m just 
telling you what happened to me.”  
 

P: That’s an interesting point because if you look at the Germans, who were very 
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civilized, they had these death camps and tortured people. The Japanese had 
the same thing. They were generally, or historically, a gentle race. But once the 
war begins, then all of that changes.  
 

C: Another thing, I worked in a coal mine, we tried to get money. MacArthur told the 
Japanese when we signed the peace treaty, he said, “You don’t owe our 
POWs.” Imagine what I went through and they don’t owe me anything? I never 
got a penny from the Japanese, not a penny. I got nothing. I was sixty-five-
years-old before I got my disability. Sixty-five years, I should have got it the day I 
was discharged. 
 

P: You got all your back pay, didn’t you, when you were discharged? 
 

C: I was a private, I only got twenty-one dollars a month back pay. I got $2,000 if 
you want to know what I got. I thought I was rich.   
 

P: So you were arguing, and others have, that the federal government, the United 
States government, should have paid you for the work in a Japanese coal mine?  
 

C: They gave us nothing. I came back and I was a broken man. I didn’t know what I 
was going to do for a living. I went to the Veterans Administration, [and] the 
Veterans Administration does nothing for you. In fact, I think if I went, they’d kill 
me. I came back and I didn’t know what to do, so I took all the Civil Service 
exams. The fire department, the police department, registry of motor vehicles, 
post office. I passed them all so I went to the fire department for thirty-three 
years and became a deputy chief. That’s how I have insurance—all my medical 
stuff now. I use my Blue Cross and Blue Shield. 

 
 The VA, I’m petrified of the VA. I went to the VA to have a blood test taken and I 

said to the girl, “I was a prisoner of war of the Japanese for three and a half 
years.” She said, “I don’t care [where] you were.” You’d be surprised at how 
people don’t care. I’d tell people stories and they say, oh, what a terrible thing. 
Other people, they couldn’t help me, they’d just walk away. It’s a strange, 
strange thing. They just don’t care. 
 

P: Describe Camp #17. Where was it located and what kind of barracks did you 
have? 
 

C: At Camp #17, the living conditions were a little bit better than the ward at 
Cabanatuan. They had regular barracks. They were bamboo but they gave us 
mats to sleep on. They had the big kitchen and you could wash and clean 
yourself, so it was a little bit more sanitary.  
 

P: I understand that at that camp it was cold in the winter and you had no blankets.  
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C: Well, I think we did have blankets, but not at Cabanatuan. The living conditions 

were a little bit better. Then I worked in the coal mines. The Japanese guards 
would march us to the mine, the soldiers. When we got to the coal mines, you’d 
go in and you’d change. They’d take all your clothes off, and all you put on is the 
g-string and some rubber-toed shoes. You’d put those rubber-toed shoes on, 
and you had a hat on with a light on it with a belt coming down with the battery. 
You’d tie that to the back of your g-string. You were practically naked. When you 
went through the tunnels, there was water dripping down. 

 
 We’d go down in these train cars down to the bottom; it was quite a ways down. 

These cabokes, we used to call them, wooden poles, holding the ceiling down. 
These things were collapsing and there would be rocks crashing down. We’d 
walk through probably a mile [long] tunnel. The coal miners would come in and 
they’d shovel the coal and put it in the cart. My job was, after they’d moved on, 
to reinforce it. So I’d build these stone walls with any pole I could find. I became 
very adept at it and they made me the foreman of my crew.  
 

P: If you had really good technical skills, it helped you survive because you were 
less likely to be beaten because you were a valuable commodity.  
 

C: My number was “sin ni yako roko ju san” which was 1263 in Japanese. All day 
long I’d hear “roko ju san.” That’s “63, hurry up, hurry up.” This guy was just a 
Japanese civilian. The Japanese guards stayed outside and turned it over to the 
civilians. We called them “boon-ti-jo,” which was like a foreman. That’s all I’d 
hear all day long “hi ya ko,” hurry. I’d build these u-muck [stone, wood and coal, 
wall to hold up the dirt] and I’d have about four guys with me. The quicker you 
built it, the quicker you got out.  
 

P: So they’d give you a set amount of work to do in a given day? 
 

C: That’s right. You had to build that. You couldn’t leave until you built that u-muck. 
 

P:  But if you built it quicker, you could leave quicker.  
 

C: That’s right. It’s not so much that you’d leave, but you didn’t have to work. You 
could sit down.  
 

P: Tenney said that he would sometimes bargain with them and say we’d do this 
and they would say no, we want this, and then they’d settle in between. Once 
they finished that, then they could hang around.  
 

C: Was he a u-muck builder, too? 
 



WWII 14: Victor Cote, p. 18 
 
P: Yes.  

 
C: Oh, for God sakes, I must have [run] into him. 

 
P: Exactly the same job you did. He also said he was able to get along much better 

with civilians and was able to do some trading with them. In fact, he was trading 
cigarettes for food and got caught. He got caught and was severely punished.  
 

C: Let me tell you another story. One day I heard plane motors, I looked up at the 
sky and I see the sun gleaming off the wings of an airplane. There were 
American airplanes going over. When I looked, I saw a big plume of smoke over 
Nagasaki [August 9, 1945]. Now I didn’t know at the time, but that was the 
atomic bomb. About four days after that, I was in the coal mine building my u-
muck, and a civilian said, “Everybody out, everybody out.” 

 
 We went out and I was in my g-string, my hat, and my rubber-toed shoes and 

I’m free because the war was over. Now the Australians, they grabbed their 
“boon ti jo,” the Jap civilians. See I never would have thought of that. But they 
grabbed them and they brought them back to camp. So I went back to camp. 
They brought them back to camp and made them work, and they were yelling at 
them all day long. But that’s the way the Aussies were. [Note: After the original 
interview, Mr. Cote recalls another prison experience: I use to sing a little song 
to my Japanese guards, but not so they could hear me: “Scoshee mati, cuda 
sai, tuck-san scogees, bye and bye.” It meant, wait a little while, many 
[American] planes.] 
 

P: Once you were out, how did the guards treat you? 
 

C: They were gone. I walked back by myself and they were all gone. 
 

P: Did you have any idea as you were coming into 1945, what the status of the war 
was? 
 

C: No, I had no idea. All I know was that American planes were bombing Japan. I 
just said, they hit something big. I saw the big thing of smoke, but I had no idea 
the war was over. I didn’t know anything about Hiroshima. I learned all that later 
on.  
 

P: Let me get back to working in the coal mines. Once again, at this point, you 
have been a POW for three and a half years. How at the end of this time did you 
mentally and physically survive?  
 

C: I told you before, I built a shield. I had a shield that protected me—that still 
protects me today. 
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P: How about patriotism, was that a factor? Or religion? 

 
C: No, just survival. I didn’t think of that, I just wanted to live.  

 
P: So it’s the most practical approach? 

 
C: Yes, you want to live. I think any person when you’re down in dire straits like I 

was, you just want to live. You don’t want to lay down and die. 
 

P: But a lot of people did, and that is what is interesting. What is the difference, 
between the people who decide to give up and not fight and the ones who fight? 
 

C: I wanted to live. Even at the worst time in Cabanatuan, when I was just a living 
skeleton, I wanted to live.  
 

P: So in a way it’s almost a survival instinct? 
 

C: I think so.  
 

P: We’re going to talk a little more about your work in the mines because from what 
I understand it was very dangerous work. Workers were killed; there were cave- 
ins. 
 

C: Rocks would come crashing down. I had to keep going in to get materials to 
build my u-muck. A big three- to five-ton rock could come down crashing right 
next to me. I don’t know why I wasn’t killed; it was just luck, that’s all it is. But we 
had to do it.  
 

P: What would happen, one day, if you were too sick to go to work? Would they 
allow you to go to the hospital?  
 

C: They had no hospital that I know of.  
 

P: Would they allow you to take a day off? Let’s say you had dysentery and you 
were too weak to get up and go to work.  
 

C: I don’t know, I never did. I just went to work.  
 

P: Well, exercise was good for you, I assume, and as long as you had something 
to do every day, at least that gave you a purpose.  
 

C: You bring back stories that I forget. I forgot a thousand things. I could tell you 
there was a fellow named Bennett. I knew Bennett in Cabanatuan and he was 



WWII 14: Victor Cote, p. 20 
 

[a] friend of mine. He went to Japan before I did. When I went to Camp #17 he 
was there. He was in charge of camp cleanup so he never went to the coal 
mines. All he did was make sure the barracks were kept clean and he had a 
gang of guys working for him. When I saw him, I was glad to see him. I wanted 
to go to work [with him]. No way, I had to go to the coal mines. We were friends, 
but friendship was out the window.  
 

P: Well, being on that detail it could mean the difference between life and death. 
Obviously, it was much safer for a clean-up detail than working in the mines. 
 

C: They were living like kings, just like the KPs in the kitchen; they were well fed. 
There was a big difference.  
 

P: Who chose those people? The Japanese? 
 

C: No, it was the Americans. There were American officers. In Cabanatuan, I didn’t 
see any officers but there were captains there [in Camp #17].  
 

P: Did you have any problems with your lungs because of all the coal dust? 
 

C: Yes. I retired from the fire department because of my lungs. 
 

P: How long did you actually work in the coal mines? 
 

C: A year.  
 

P: You worked seven days a week? Six days a week? 
 

C: I don’t remember. I don’t think I worked that much, probably five days a week. 
 

P: Eight hours a day? 
 

C: Yes. We worked until the u-muck was built. 
 

P: The physical aspect of that was a little bit better because you had to work all the 
time. You could come back and get a decent sleep.  
 

C: I think I gained strength. If I didn’t get killed by a rock, I’d be all right.  
 

P: Did you ever try any sabotage or did you feel badly about producing coal that 
was necessary for the Japanese war machine because they don’t have their own 
oil? Did that in any way bother you? 
 

C: No, all I was trying to do was survive. I didn’t think about that.  
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P: Did you, at this point, continue to trade cigarettes for food?  

 
C: No, this was a different camp. Over here we didn’t have to do that. We got our 

rice, and, in fact, I don’t remember getting any cigarettes in Camp #17. In 
Cabanatuan that was a big thing. 
 

P: Tenney talked about people who were professional bone breakers to get people 
out of working in the mines. They would literally break their arms but break it 
cleanly.   
 

C: I never heard of that but I saw guys that would walk all stooped over so they 
wouldn’t have to work in the coal mines.  
 

P: Would people injure themselves? 
 

C: That’s right, that is how they got out of going into the coal mines. By doing it they 
became permanently injured because of the way they carried themselves.  
 

P: There was this story of one guy dropping a huge rock on his foot. He broke his 
foot and was crippled for the rest of his life.  
 

C: I wouldn’t be surprised. This one guy, he’d walk around like this [stooped over], 
and he was doing this on purpose to not have to go to the coal mines. He ended 
up like that, he couldn’t’ straighten out after.  

 
P: There was also a story about people who would take cigarettes and put iodine 

on it. When you smoked these cigarettes, it would show up on your lungs as a 
spot. They said the Japanese were afraid of tuberculosis. So they thought these 
guys had TB and they’d quarantine them and these guys didn’t have to work. 
 

C: I didn’t hear about that. 
 
P: Other people I read about in this case really hated this job because it was so 

monotonous. They saw it as very difficult work. They’d just hated it so much that 
they’d literally break a foot to get out of it. 

 
C:  Some of these guys were there much longer than I was. They were probably 

there for two or three years. I was only there for a year. A year is nothing. 
 
P: Did you get any contact with your family at all?  
 
C: Never. 
 



WWII 14: Victor Cote, p. 22 
 

P: Did you get any Red Cross packages at Camp #17? 
 
C: I don’t remember any. I just remember them at Cabanatuan. 
 
P: How much food did you get every day at #17? 
 
C: Twice a day. A bowl of rice. 
 
P: Did you ever get meat or fish head or anything in it?  
 
C: No, I ate rice for three and a half years. I had a piece of cat meat, I told you. In 

Cabanatuan one time the Japs put some dog meat in, so I had some dog meat. 
Another time I had some monkey meat. I never had any chicken, beef, or pork 
or anything like that.  

 
P: How do you feel about rice today? 
 
C: I love it. My wife’s afraid to give it me, but I say, where’s my rice? [laughter]. But 

it’s not the same. In fact, I liked my prison camp rice better than what I get here. 
 
P: When you were coming to the end of your time at Camp #17 and you see the 

second atomic bomb at Nagasaki [August 9, 1945], once you realized the war 
was over, what did you do at that point? 

 
C: We wanted to get out of there. I wanted to get out of there so bad. When the war 

was over, in came American planes and they were dropping fifty-gallon drums 
full of food. The drums were breaking off of the parachutes and they were killing 
the prisoners. The cans of ham were killing us. I got on the ground. I said, “I’m 
not that dumb.” Then one of the fellows said that the Americans have landed in 
a city south of where we were. Four of us got together and off we went. We went 
to the train station in the city. 

 
P: Did you have any clothes at this point? 
 
C: Yeah, we had a green outfit that we wore. We had clothes because it was cold 

there. In the Philippines I didn’t have clothes. 
 
P: People would recognize you as POWs, right? 
 
C: Oh, yes. Like I said, we spoke enough Japanese to tell them where we wanted 

to go, and we found the place. 
 
P: So you got on local trains, just asking directions which trains to take? Were the 

Japanese polite to you, helpful? 
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C: Very polite. They were all civilians. We got down to where the Americans were 

and they fed us all bread. I hadn’t had bread in three and a half years. I couldn’t 
get enough bread. I blew up [to] about 300 pounds [aughter].  

 
P: When you were in the camps, what did you dream about? 
 
C: [Laughter] I don’t remember. Living, I guess. I don’t remember dreaming. 
 
P: Lots of people dream about food, or about home, or about family.  
 
C:        I can see you’ve spoken to other people. How does my story compare with 

theirs? 
 
P:         Very similar. You know, everybody has a little bit of a different take and different 

 experiences. Some people had nightmares and they didn’t sleep very much. 
 
C: Since I came home, my wife has woken me up many a night [because] I’d be 

moaning and groaning in my sleep. I’d say, oh thank you for getting me out of 
that. But when I was over there, I don’t remember having any dreams. 

 
P: I know there were people in the camps who wanted to find the guards and kill 

them. They wanted revenge on those guards.  
 
C:       The Australians. That’s the way they were. 
 
P:       Did you have any designs on the guards? 
 
C: No, I just wanted to go home. I just wanted to find the Americans. They put me 

on a plane and flew me back. They flew me to Okinawa. From Okinawa they 
flew me back to the Philippines. From the Philippines they flew me back to Fort 
Lewis, Washington. That’s how I got home.  

 
P: When you first met the Americans, did they give you a physical exam and 

medical treatment? 
 
C: No. 
 
P: They waited until Fort Lewis? 
 
C: Yes. 
 
P: What was your condition when you got to Fort Lewis? 
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C: By the time I got to headquarters, I had put on quite a bit of weight because I 
had been eating like a pig. But when I first got out, I only weighed probably a 
hundred pounds. Did I tell you the story about when I was on the Hell Ship with 
the lice? They said to me, the reason you got the lice was because of the bags 
of grain. You got to get down to the floor. I went down and tried to sleep on the 
floor, but they wouldn’t let me. So I squeezed in between two guys, one was an 
Irish kid. He didn’t want me to stay. He kept putting his knee in my back, I 
couldn’t sleep. 

 
  Finally, I got up and there we were—I probably weighed about 95 pounds, he 

probably weighed about 96 pounds–in the middle of the night slugging away at 
each other. If the Japs looked down, they would have shot the both of us. But it 
was desperation time. We fought and fought until we were both exhausted. We 
were really just exhausted. So, we fell back down, and after that he left me 
alone. 

 
P: Because of all the pressure and stress of being caught in that hold, not knowing 

where you were going, when you are going to get there, people jammed on top 
of each other. You had to get on each other’s nerves. Is there a case on the ship 
that they were more courteous to you because it was the Japanese Navy as 
opposed to the Japanese army? Could you tell any difference? 

 
C:  No. 
 
P: You get back to Fort Lewis, what was your medical condition at that time? What 

did they do for you? 
 
C: They didn’t do anything. They put me on a train and sent me to Fort Devens, 

Massachusetts. That’s where I came from. Over there they examined me, but 
they couldn’t find anything wrong with me.  I was in good shape. I think it was 
the coal mine that brought me back. Because I was working there and then I 
was eating. They couldn’t find anything wrong with me. In fact, I came home. I 
got no disability. I got nothing. They gave me a 10 percent disability and then 
they took it away from me. 

 
P: The amazing thing is almost everybody who came back from this experience 

had broken bones, they had dysentery, they had beriberi. They had something. 
 
C: I was never wounded. I never had a bone broken. I don’t know how I survived it 

all. I did very well. Another guy who was with me, Bernard Puthier, lives in Cape 
Cod. He was one of the guys with me when we rode the trains. He’s a year older 
than I am, and he was in good shape, too. We’re both alive.  

 
P: When you got back to Fort Devens, at that point did you get to see your family? 
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You had three brothers in the service. At this point, where were they? 
 
C:     I really don’t know. 
 
P:    When did you first see your parents? 
 
C: It had to be 1945, around November, October.  
 
P: What was your reaction the first time you set foot on American soil? 
 
C: I was so happy. Oh, my God. When I got to Fort Devens, the first one to see me 

was my sister. I hugged her and hugged her and hugged her.  
 
P: When you were first reunited with American forces, how did they react? 
 
C: They disregarded me completely. On my Army discharge they put nothing on 

there. I was treated cruelly, honest to God. They didn’t care about me. The Army 
didn’t care about me. They still don’t. I tell you, I go to the VA, I get abused. I 
don’t get treated well at all. 

 
P: When you first came, because you four guys just showed up, did they realize 

who you were? Did they challenge you? 
 
C:  They didn’t know. They didn’t care. They didn’t care about us. I was a dead-man 

for three and a half years and I got nothing. I’ll tell you another little story. They 
opened a prisoner of war museum in Alabama [National Prisoner of War 
Museum at Andersonville, Georgia, part of Andersonville National Historic Site]. 
I said to the wife, “Let’s go visit.” Off we go and we go in there and they showed 
pictures of Cabanatuan and Camp O’Donnell. I said to the lady inside, “I was 
there.” You know what she said to me? “Put your name on this sheet of paper 
here,” and she walked away. I thought they were going [to be sympathetic]. 
Nothing.  

 
P: One of the areas that people talk about all the time, when you get back home, 

were you expecting to be greeted as a hero?  
 
C: I thought people would make [something] of me, but they did nothing. Nobody 

came to me, just my sister. Nothing, nothing. The worst department of all, the 
Veterans Administration, they don’t give a shit about you.  

 
P: Was there some stigma about the fact that you surrendered or were captured?  
 
C: I never heard it.  
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P: When you got back, what do you now do with the rest of your life?  
 
C: All I knew how to do was build u-mucks. I met my wife just as soon as I got out. 

My brother was in the service with her [wife’s] brother. So I married her, but [I 
thought] what am I going to do for a living? I got nothing, I got $2,000 of back 
pay, $2,000 for three and a half years. How do you like that? So I went to the VA 
and I asked them if I could get some help. They gave me a job as a messenger 
boy. I said I can’t do this, so one of the guys said to me, “Why don’t you take the 
Civil Service exam?” I said, “What are you talking about?” He said, “Well, they 
are accepting—the police department, fire department. Something you’d get a 
pension with.” So I said, “Yeah, that’s a good idea.” I went back and I took them 
all. 

 
P: Plus, because of the GI Bill, you got an extra ten points. 
 
C: Not on all of them, just on the post office. So I took the post office exam and I 

got a 98 on the exam, so my mark was a 108. The postmaster’s name was Mr. 
Slowey. This was in Lowell, Massachusetts. I went to see Mr. Slowey and said, 
“Mr. Slowey, I got 108 [on the exam]. Could I get a job at a post office?” He said, 
“As far as I could see, you’re the top one on the list, but I’m not hiring. All I’m 
hiring is temporary help. If you want a temporary job, it will just be a couple of 
days.” I said, “No, I don’t want a temporary job. I want to be hired.” He said, 
“Sorry.” In the meantime, I get on in the fire department. 

 
  One day in comes these two men, [from the] Federal Bureau of Investigation. 

They said, “We’re looking for Mr. Victor Cote.” They said, “Did you take the post 
office exam?” I said, “Yes, I did.” And they said, “What did you get for a mark?” I 
said, “108.” They said, “How come you’re not working in the post office?” I said, 
“I went there but they wouldn’t hire me.” They said, “You go there right now and 
go right to work. You’re hired right now.” I said, “I don’t want to go back there. I 
got another job here.” What he [postmaster] was doing was he was hiring his 
friends. Did he care I was a prisoner of war? Nobody cared. 

 
  When I was hired with the police, I was there for a year, but I didn’t like it. So I 

went to the fire department, and the only reason I got hired was because they 
needed the help. Otherwise they would have hired their friends. You know how it 
is. [Mr. Cote later recalled another anecdote after the original interview: I went to 
Curry Plumbing in Lowell to try and get a job learning to be a plumber. I said to 
Mr. Curry, “I just got out of prison camp and I would like to be a plumber.” I was 
told that if he trained me, he would only have to give me half pay and the 
government would pay the other half. Mr. Curry, a big man with a loud voice, 
stood up behind his desk and said, “Get the f- - k out of here!” And I (did).] 

 
P: Did you enjoy that career? 
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C: Oh, yes. Thirty-two years and I became a deputy chief. I was good at taking 

exams. I did pretty well. Now I get a nice pension and I have my health 
insurance so I don’t have to go to the VA. If I had to go to the VA to get my 
medicine, I’d be dead by now.  

 
P: When you look back on the events of August 6th through the 9th, did you think 

the government of the United States was correct in dropping both atomic 
bombs, which, as you know, did a lot of civilian damage as well. 

 
C: It was good for me, but I don’t know about anybody else. I think it saved my life. 

To kill thousands and thousands of Japanese, I don’t know if it was worth it, but 
it did save my life.  

 
P: The argument is, it probably saved a lot of Japanese lives as well because if the 

war had gone on, and we had to invade, then there would have been more 
Americans and more Japanese killed. 

 
C: At the time I had no idea what the atomic bomb was. Looking back, it was an 

awful thing, a terrible thing. And now you hear about Iran developing them, 
North Korea. That’s too bad. 

 
P: When you look back on your three and a half years, how did that impact your life 

from 1945 to the present? 
 
C: I wonder why nobody seems to care, that’s the whole thing. I try to tell my wife 

what I went through, but she doesn’t understand. She’s very, very good, but 
doesn’t understand what I went through. Sometimes, I get irritable and I’d say, I 
went through hell in World War II. It’s hard to explain, even to my kids. My kids 
don’t think about me as being a prisoner of war. It doesn’t even enter their 
minds.  

 
P: Isn’t that unfortunate. It seems to me—and I go back to Tom Brokaw who talks 

about the “greatest generation”—the idea that, in essence, the American people 
have forgotten the sacrifices, I think that is pretty sad.  

 
C:     They don’t care about people like me. 
 
P:     Well, actually, that’s not true. When I talk about people like you in class . . . 
 
C:     Well, you do. You do because you have an understanding of what we went        

through. The average person doesn’t care. 
 
P:     But that’s one of my jobs. That’s one reason I do these interviews, and then I tell 
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these kids about these experiences. Once you put a human face on it, it makes 
a difference. I talk, for example, of Pete Peterson, who was the POW in Vietnam 
for six and a half years. What an extraordinary experience; the fact that anybody 
can last three weeks was amazing to me. 

 
C: Let me get back to the speech I made last year in Daytona Beach. They had a 

table in the front of the room. There were a couple of hundred people in the 
audience, and I was the first one and the next one was a prisoner of war of 
Germany, World War II. The next one was a prisoner of war of North Korea and 
the next one was of Vietnam. I was the first one to speak and I talked for about 
thirty minutes. Then the guy next to me, Bruce Hall, was the guy from Germany. 
He said to me, “How the hell am I going to follow that?” [laughter]. 

 
P: The Germans, other than those in extermination camps, they followed the 

Geneva Convention. In looking back, did you have any sense that when the 
Americans were resisting the first attack that it gave something like seventy-six 
more days before General Wainwright surrendered all the Armed Forces [on 
Corregidor]. Did you feel like you’d made a contribution to the war effort by 
helping defend the island against the Japanese?  

 
C:  Never. 
 
P: When you were first captured by the three Japanese, at that juncture, what was 

going through your mind? 
 
C: I was just hungry, I was looking for food. 
 
P: Did you think they were going to kill you?  
 
C: I thought they were going to kill me. Many times I thought I was going to get 

killed. 
 
P: How did you feel about that? Some people got to the point where they would 

say, go ahead and kill me, I’m ready to get out of this. 
 
C: There’s nothing you can do about it anyway. In fact, when I fought with the guy 

on the Hell Ship, I thought I was going to get shot. But I was so desperate. I 
didn’t care.  

 
P: Is there any story that you haven’t told me that you’d like to talk about or any 

other comment you’d like to make about your experience? What did your 
brothers end up doing? What was their experience in World War II? 

 
C: My oldest brother was a cook. My second oldest brother, he never went 
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overseas while the war was going on, but he went overseas after the war was 
over.  

 
P: So they were not in combat? 
 
C: No, I was the only one who went through hell. 
 
P: Did they have a better understanding of your experience?  
 
C: I don’t remember. They didn’t seem to care. You have to be there with me to 

realize what I went through. They just shrug it off. I try to tell my children, my in-
laws, they just shrug it off. I can’t get it across the way I should. I can’t explain 
the suffering I went through, the torture I went through in Cabanatuan. How can 
I explain it? 

  
P: Because it’s so alien to everybody else’s experience. It’s hard to imagine people 

being that cruel. 
 
C: Just imagine a young boy, 22, 23 years old, with no food, no medicine, starving 

day after day. In Cabanatuan, they put on some shows for us, some of the 
prisoners.  

 
P: The Follies?  
 
C: I knew some of the guys. One of them, I think his name was Mock. I think he 

used to do some singing. They put on little shows for us in Cabanatuan.  
 
P: I heard they were pretty good. Of course, anything would have been good, 

right? 
 
C: It’s all we had. Let me tell you another thing, sex never entered my mind. I think 

I was just too weak. There were gays there, but it never bothered me. I never 
gave them a thought. 

 
P: Was there any other interaction among prisoners. Did you sit up and tell stories, 

sing songs, play cards? 
 
C: We told stories all day long. It was all we had, we told each other where we 

came from and what we did.  
 
P: What would you talk about most of your time? 
 
C: One guy there, his name was Tony Bilek. He wrote a book, No Uncle Sam: The 

Forgotten of Bataan [2003] [title came from poem called “Battling Bastards of 
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Bataan”]. I met him and he came from Illinois and we’d talk about playing 
football. He played football, I played football in high school. I was a halfback. So 
there we are, we were half dead, but we’d say that when we go back, we’re 
going to enroll in Illinois and play football [aughter]. Things like that, dreams. 

 
P: At least you focused on something that’s different from your own experience. 
 
C: It helps you to survive. 
 
P: I’m sure there were people who were separated from family, from wives, 

children they hadn’t seen. How did they deal with that kind of separation?  
 
C: They died. More died than lived. 
 
P: Would it be worse, more difficult for a man who had two young children and a 

wife at home? 
 
C: I don’t think that ever entered into it. It was just survival. You didn’t have to worry 

about your wife and kids. I don’t see how it could have made a difference. I 
really don’t because it was just so miserable. No matter how poor your wife 
might be, you know she’s better off than you are.  

 
P: You must have had a positive or somewhat optimistic attitude because 

otherwise you’d just succumb to the evil and negative aspects. 
 
C: Like I told you, I was a tough kid. 
 
P: So you were both mentally and physically tough. You could handle whatever 

they gave to you? 
 
C: Well, I don’t have any brains. That’s what saved me, I was too dumb to know 

how bad [off] I was. 
 
P: My understanding is only about 10 percent survived that experience, is that 

right? 
 
C: It was terrible. If you have ever been to Camp O’Donnell, seeing them laying on 

the ground, fifty or sixty a day. How many guys are going to survive? And the 
ones that you talk to, he’s laying and dying, and he’s going to be dead the next 
day. They couldn’t get any water. 

 
P:  Did you ever see anybody beheaded? 
 
C: No, I saw a guy shot. 
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P: Is there anything else that we haven’t covered that you’d like to talk about? 
 
C: I can’t think of anything. I think I skipped a lot of stuff, I always skip things I want 

to say but I now can’t think of anything. 
 
P: On that note we’ll end the interview. Thank you very much.  
 
[End of Interview] 
 
 


