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Robert D. Haines

Survivor’s Story: Cup helped him make it through the Bataan Death March

News article: November 11, 2007 

Robert D. Haines, 88, of Harlingen survived the Bataan Death March in World War II, in part with the help of rainwater that he was able to collect in his canteen cup.

Author’s Note: Robert D. Haines moved to Harlingen in the late 1950s and was in the construction business until his retirement. He grew up surfing, fishing and hunting with his two sons Larry and Craig. Larry runs the Fly Fishing Shop in Port Isabel and Craig is a builder in Harlingen. 



There are thought to be no more than 150 men alive who survived the infamous Bataan Death March. Robert D. Haines of Harlingen is one of them. He is 88 years old but remembers the horrors of three and a half years spent as a prisoner of war by the Japanese as if it were yesterday. His is the remarkable story of a true American hero. 

“I was born on a farm in Blue Springs, Missouri, and grew up on a 160-acre farm in Lone Jack,” said Haines. “We had creeks, and we had ponds, and I caught lots of fish, mostly catfish. I made all my high school money trapping. We could get a dollar for a possum hide and five dollars for a skunk hide and even more for a coon.” 

Haines left his idyllic farm life at 19 and struck out on his own. A year later he was working on a pipeline in California when he received word from home that his draft board had assigned him a selective service number. World War II had yet to start, but Haines decided to enlist and joined the Army Air Corps in Riverside, Calif. Three months before the war, he was stationed at Clark Field, on Luzon in the Philippine Islands. 

He was working as a communications specialist when his unit learned of the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor. “We heard about Pearl Harbor. Man, I tell you, we were there listening to it on the radio that morning, and we were thinking, ‘boy the United States will make short work of these guys.’ And the next day at 11 o’clock here they come. We had no warning at all, and 54 Japanese bombers were right over us straight over the field. They started bombing Clark Field, and all of a sudden the doors began flying off the buildings and the awfulest bombing noise you ever heard.” [image: image2.png]



Haines is shown in his Army Air Corps uniform.

The surprise bombing virtually wiped out the aircraft at Clark Field, but Haines survived by diving in a ditch with other airmen. It wasn’t long after that the men were told to grab their rifles and abandon the airstrip. 

The next four months were spent in the jungle dodging Japanese patrols and surviving on starvation rations. “We were on, if you can believe it, one sixth rations. When the Japanese came in on April 9 and found us there was absolutely nothing to eat.” 

The Bataan units were ordered to surrender by their commanding officer Major Gen. Edward P. King Jr. More than 75,000 men were rounded up by the Japanese, including an estimated 64,000 Filipino prisoners and 11,796 Americans. “The next day I was sent out on what was called the Death March,” Haines said. 

The starving prisoners were marched 90 miles from the Bataan Peninsula to prison camps over a tortuous five-day span with scant food or water. Prisoners were shot or bayoneted if they paused or attempted to scoop filthy water from the ruts. 

“On the fourth day we were marching around noon. The sun was hot and so many men had already fallen out, and they would be shot right on the spot. I was about to give up and thought, ‘my God what is the use to live with this kind of situation.’ I wanted to lie down so bad or just go to the side of the road and stop and sit down.” 

 “I looked over my left shoulder and there was a little old cloud out there. Now this tells you how the Lord works. I tell you something, he’s been good to me. I looked at that thing, and it was coming toward us and the closer it got the blacker it got, the darker it got. And when that thing got over us it rained like you never saw right on top of us guys.” 

[image: image3.png]


Refreshed by the rainfall, he was able to capture in his canteen cup, Haines managed to trudge on. He still has that canteen cup today, and on it he painstakingly etched the name of each one of the miserable camps where he was held, save for the last, where he was too weak to scratch out the letters. 

Thousands of men were unable to finish the march. All told, approximately 5,000 to 10,000 Filipinos and 600 to 650 American captives perished before reaching the prison camp. 

Crammed into boxcars, the men were then taken by rail to the outskirts of the first of what would eventually be eight different prisoner of war camps that Haines would endure for the next three and a half years. 

“Camp O’Donnell was so filthy and so many men had dysentery that I slept outside the barracks. They were dying … I saw 74 people go out at one time.” 

Feeling he would die if he stayed at Camp O’Donnell any longer, Haines volunteered for work details building bridges and repairing airports. He received slightly better rations, and for two years worked as a POW. 

After narrowly escaping a bombing attack by American planes at Cabanatuan, Haines and other prisoners were moved and eventually shipped to Japan. The prisoners were packed into the holds of “hell ships” for a horrific voyage that lasted two months as the convoy of 27 ships dodged American submarines. 

“It was horrible, and we were starving to death. We were kept down in that hold all the time, and we had two five-gallon paint buckets to take all of the waste of human beings. I think out of 749 of us that were down in that hold, almost 100 died. I was six feet tall and normally weighed between 170 and 180 pounds, and I was down to 97 pounds.” 

“Day and night there were bombs and shells and torpedoes going off. When we got into port there were only two ships left. The ship I was on and one other one. Everything else was sunk.” 

While at sea, Haines’ ship encountered a life raft with several Americans aboard. They were survivors from another prisoner ship scuttled by the Japanese with hundreds of captives aboard, including Haines’ brother Bill who was lost at sea. 

After two months in yet another camp, Haines and his fellow prisoners were put aboard a ship and taken to Nagasaki, Japan. The men spent some 39 days in the reeking hold before being jammed on a train to Tokyo. After arriving, they were marched to their new confinement. “I made it somehow, but I don’t even remember the last half of the march.” 

Haines spent the next 31 days gravely ill. It seemed that after all he had suffered he just couldn’t take any more. However, an American doctor at the camp with limited medical supplies nursed him back from the brink of death. “When I woke up, there was a doctor standing over me. He looked at me, and I never will forget this; he said, you are going to live, aren’t you?” 

Soon the sky was full of American bombers, and rescue seemed imminent. But Haines and his countrymen had one final test. “We found out Japan was going to surrender and then guess what, here comes a typhoon. The darn thing lasted for two days, and I’m telling you it just about blew our camp away.” 

“When that was over with we found out our Japanese camp commander had killed himself, and the Americans had moved into Tokyo Bay. We were told to stay in our barracks because they were going to drop food to us. But you know hungry guys, they didn’t do it, and two or three got killed by barrels of food coming down. They had welded together fifteen gallon drums in twos for the drop so it was dangerous. Two or three other guys died from eating too much. It was just too much of a shock to their system.” 

“I want to tell you something, we got all that food, and we were so hungry. I’ll never forget sitting there holding that can of beans with a spoon. I was so full I couldn’t eat anymore, and yet I wanted another bite.” 

Later, aboard the hospital ship Benevolence, Haines slept in a bed for the first time in nearly four years. He was one of the first plane loads of men returned to the United States. With misty eyes he recalled peering out the plane window and seeing the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. He realized that he was finally home. “I guess the Lord was right beside me and kept me going.” 

Haines had one more tragedy to deal with upon his return to American soil. For nearly four years he had been listed as missing in action, and his family had no idea what had happened to him. His parents had never owned a phone, but he managed to reach a sister and immediately inquired about his siblings and mother and father. His sister reluctantly relayed the news to Haines that his mother had recently passed away, missing his homecoming by months without ever knowing her son was alive. Haines was heartbroken and broke down in tears. 

The cherished canteen cup that he faithfully carried to eight different prison camps was lost aboard the hospital ship when the filthy POW’s and their gear were thoroughly sterilized. However, a couple of years later Haines received a call from a lieutenant colonel from Boston who asked him if he was the private Haines who went through the Bataan Death March. He replied in the affirmative and then was asked, do you remember having a cup? I’ve got that, do you want it? “I said sir, please let me have it. I think that was the second time I cried.” 

