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Introduction
Early in their careers Darlene Moore and Rosalind Hunter-Anderson recognised the responsibility 
of archaeologists to collect, consider and help protect cultural memory as expressed in intangible 
cultural heritage to present a more nuanced and enriched understanding of the Micronesian 
Indigenous experience represented in a place (e.g. Hunter-Anderson 1986; Hunter-Anderson and 
Moore 1995; Moore and Steffy 2008).

Significant to the Indigenous populations of Micronesia are oral traditions, traditional arts of dance 
and chants, and narratives that vividly capture past community events. These intangible remains 
construct and express cultural memory of traumatic, consequential or transformational occurrences 
that are central to collective identity (Turner and Falgout 2002). Often, these momentous incidents 
left no material remains other than mnemonic devices such as symbolic stones, with the only link 
to them found in intangible heritage (see Apaydin 2020; Van Dyke 2019). Yet it is these cultural 
memories embedded in the landscape that sustain cultural identity and frequently carry far more 
value to the local population than the physical sites and artefacts that archaeologists document.

Building on the work of Moore and Hunter-Anderson, this chapter provides an account of such 
a meaningful place lacking physical remnants but of deep significance to the CHamoru, the 
Indigenous inhabitants of Guåhan: the Manenggon Concentration Camp. It was here, after a 
32-month occupation of Guåhan, that the Japanese Imperial Army forcibly held about half of the 
island’s CHamoru population in the weeks before the July 1944 American recapture of the island. 
It is the cultural memory of the resilience, ingenuity and community support, symbolised by the 
Manenggon Concentration Camp during the War in the Pacific on Guåhan, that shapes modern 
CHamoru identity. In the words of Manenggon survivor, Ben Blaz, who would become a Brigadier 
General, Manenggon:

means more than the valley that held one of the concentration camps … It was far more 
than our forced march to the camps and the privations we suffered in them … It represents 
a culmination of horrors that built over the expanse of the occupation. (Blaz 2008:147)
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The aggregation of CHamoru into concentration camps is very poorly documented, and the 
Manenggon camp’s ephemeral surface features disappeared long ago. The historical narrative 
presented here is pieced together from personal accounts of the survivors and limited archival 
records. It provides a glimpse into the resilience of the CHamoru people in the face of war and 
occupation, highlighting their unique experiences and perspectives.

Political status of the CHamoru
The people of the Mariana Islands, eventually known as CHamoru, had lived in relative isolation 
for nearly three millennia. They remained independent until 1668–1700, when they came under 
Spanish rule and have been a colony of a world power ever since. After the Spanish–American War of 
1898, the US took control of Guåhan, while the Northern Mariana Islands and much of Micronesia 
were first held by Germany, then taken by Japan at the beginning of World War I. The US lost 
Guåhan to Japan when the island was attacked at the beginning of World War II and reclaimed it by 
assault in 1944, and it remains a US colony to the present.

Guåhan became a US Naval Station under the command of the US Navy with the signing of the 
Treaty of Paris in December 1899. The CHamoru did not become US citizens but were placed in 
the liminal category of ‘American nationals’ via the Insular Cases (Villazor 2017), with Guåhan 
categorised as ‘unincorporated’—that is, considered not destined for statehood. Well aware of this 
second-class status, the CHamoru petitioned for US citizenship and some degree of self-governance 
many times before the start of World War II (Palomo 1991:134; Rogers 1995:149–156).

At the end of World War I, the League of Nations granted Japan a Class C mandate to govern the 
Northern Mariana Islands and its other Micronesian territories north of the equator. In 1922, 
the Japanese government transferred the administrative authority of the mandate to its Nan’yō 
Gunto (‘South Sea Islands’ Bureau), and in 1933, Japan left the League and established its full 
sovereignty over the Micronesian colonies.

The split of the CHamoru under the control of two different nations had obvious consequences. 
The CHamoru of Guåhan were being acculturated into an American, English-speaking society. 
Meanwhile, the CHamoru on the other Mariana Islands were being incorporated into Japanese 
culture, under Japan’s goal of creating an extension of their homeland, part of an Asian empire.

Although Guåhan was a US naval base and coaling station, its Indigenous people remained the 
dominant population. The 1940 census recorded 20,177 CHamoru, and only 2113 others 
(including nearly 800 US mainland military personnel and their families), most living on the west 
coast (Beales 1941). The municipality of Yo’ña, in the centre of eastern Guåhan, where Manenggon 
is located, had a CHamoru population of 629, with 46 living in town and the remainder categorised 
as ‘rural’, 77 of those in ‘Manengong [sic] barrio’ (Figure 2.1). ‘Rural’ signified the many families 
living in isolated lånchos (farm, ranch), in the longstanding village–låncho settlement pattern that 
was a major component of CHamoru life.

With the exception of a few families living in rancherias, the natives live in Villages and go 
to their fincas, or country places, for the purpose of feeding and watering their stock or for 
cultivating their fields … Sometimes the whole family remains at the rancho during the week, 
returning to town on Saturday so that their owners may be ready for early mass the next 
morning. (Safford 1905:123–124)
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Figure 2.1. Location of the Manenggon Valley in the Ylig River drainage of Yo’ña, Guåhan.
Source: Illustration by authors with central map: Instrumental Survey [of Guam] in 1913 and 1914. Sheet 3 of 4, U.S. 
Corps of Engineers, Office Department Engineer, Philippine Department, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers; bottom map: 
Special Air and Gunnery Target Map (Sheet 9 of 11, Talofofo Bay); USAFICPA 1942, Revised 1944. 
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On the eve of World War II, US Congress determined that Guåhan was ‘impractical’ to defend from 
a Japanese attack due to its small size, isolation and vulnerability to capture by Japanese forces from 
their strategic base in the nearby Mariana Islands (Miller 1991; Owen 2002). After the evacuation 
of mainland-based military families by Naval Governor McMillan, the CHamoru found themselves 
on a US naval base with a woefully undermanned defence force and nearly non-existent arsenal 
(Denfeld 1997; Farrell 1991; Morison 1951:184).

It was soon to be that the native CHamoru, American nationals, on an isolated and defenceless 
American outpost in the western Pacific would be under the control of the Japanese Empire and 
eventually would find themselves on a battlefield of an international war.

CHamoru oral histories of the Japanese occupation and the concentration camps are found in the 
firsthand accounts referred to here, three volumes published by the Guam War Survivors Memorial 
Foundation, War Claim Records at the Micronesian Area Research Center, Guampedia.com, Owings 
(1981), Steffy (2016) and Taitano (2007) and in historic newspaper and journal articles. US military 
documents and records obtained from the US National Archives and Records Administration 
(NARA) are available at the Guam Preservation Trust.

Invasion of Guåhan
Guåhan was one of four US possessions captured by the Japanese during World War II. However, 
the island, US Naval Base, Guåhan, was the only captured US territory where the Japanese Navy 
established a civil administration with the objective of assimilating the native population into the 
Japanese empire (Higuchi 2013:9–10). It was also the lone Pacific territory where the Japanese 
forcibly relocated the Indigenous population into concentration camps.

On 8 December 1941, Guåhan time, a few hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese 
military launched an aerial attack against US naval vessels and facilities in Piti, Orote and Sumay on 
Guåhan, coordinated with assaults on US-held Philippines and Wake Island.

The Japanese bombardment began on the most holy and festive of Guåhan’s Catholic holidays, the 
Feast of the Immaculate Conception, where CHamoru celebrate the patroness of the island, Santa 
Marian Kamalen. Many CHamoru families were in a solemn mass being administered by Spanish 
Bishop Miguel Ángel de Olano y Urteaga in the Hagåtña Cathedral. He describes the bombing that 
continued into the night thusly:

terrible explosions resounded like huge rocks of stones falling from a great height, for there were 
many stone houses which collapsed from the force of the explosion. Aeroplanes were circling 
round and round. We could hear straffing and machine guns shooting their rat-tat-tat endlessly. 
It was pitched dark, yet we could imagine what horrible fate awaited us in the morning from 
the horrifying noises that filled the night. (Olano 1949:7–8)

Midway through the mass, Bishop Olano advised the congregation to evacuate the city, and he gave 
them all his blessing. The capital city of Hagåtña and other villages caught in the aerial bombardment 
and strafing were quickly deserted as their occupants fled to their lånchos to escape further assault. 
Reverend Joaquin Flores Sablan, the only Protestant minister on Guåhan during the Japanese 
occupation, wrote in his memoir that with the attack, people left Hagåtña:

to start walking back to their farms, and the roads to the farms became congested with people 
… I loaded the car with the provisions that we might need so we could drive to Yigo to the farm 
of Manuel and Juana Torres, my in-laws. (Sablan 1990:134)
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Thirteen-year-old Ben Blaz and his family left Hagåtña to go to their farm, five miles from the city. 
A few days later they returned to Hagåtña to retrieve as many of their belongings as possible:

What confronted us was a totally deserted town resting in the dappled shadows of coconut and 
ironwood trees. [Even months later] Agaña was like a ghost town with the few remaining people 
staying in their houses at night. The streets were eerily deserted except for the Japanese patrols 
and the sentries. (Blaz 2008:35, 62)

About 5000 Japanese Imperial Army troops landed at Hagåtña on 10 December, described by 
a Spanish businessman and rancher as an event of ‘killing at random without consideration of the 
women, the children or the old people’ (Artero y Saez 1948:56). The only significant effort of 
resistance was in central Hagåtña’s Plaza de España, where a few Marines and about one hundred 
Insular Guardsmen, many of whom were CHamoru, repulsed two assaults from Japanese troops 
before being flanked and overwhelmed (Carano and Sanchez 1964:271; Palomo 1991:134).

After this brief and hopeless confrontation, Naval Governor McMillin officially surrendered US 
Naval Base, Guåhan to the Japanese. Six US servicemen escaped into the jungle, while some 500 
US soldiers and non-combatants were shipped to Japan’s Zentsuji prisoner of war camp. Some 
21,000 CHamoru were kept on the island to become subjects of the Empire of Japan.

The Japanese perception of CHamoru, that of distrust and need for integration into the empire, 
was expressed in the 10 December 1941 proclamation to the CHamoru made by the Japanese 
Commander-in-Chief:

[You are] under the regulations of our Japanese authorities and [may] enjoy your daily life as 
we guarantee your lives and [will] never distress nor plunder your property … [But those] who 
conduct any defiance and who act spy [sic] against our enterprise, shall be court-martialed and 
the Army shall take strict care to execute said criminals by shooting. (Palomo 1984:31)

The threat of execution of ‘criminals’ was almost immediately impressed upon the island inhabitants 
when in early 1942 they were forced to witness the execution by firing squad of two CHamoru for 
alleged theft and communication with an American captive.

The Japanese effort to establish immediate control of the CHamoru was expressed by a survivor who 
wrote that immediately after the invasion:

an order came [from the Japanese military] that the residents of Guam must abandon their 
hiding places and proceed to Agana to obtain badges—the accursed thing was to signify that 
the wearer was a Japanese citizen and that he no longer belonged under the American flag … 
threatened that before dusk everyone must be wearing a badge. Those found without the thing 
were liable to be tortured to death. And this did not mean to be killed with the shot of a gun 
but to be killed with the tortures of slaps and kicks and having the face covered with a heavy 
wet towel. That was their means of punishments, and they administered it with great readiness. 
(Louisa B. Garrido 1947)

The CHamoru remained loyal to the US and expected the Americans to return. As stated by a 
CHamoru survivor:

What kept the spark of hope in our hearts stirring even after the Church of God, our one 
consolation was closed? Our prayers; our cry to Heaven for endurance. Days passed into weeks 
and weeks into months and still we hoped … Even with the cruel treatment of the Japanese we 
never gave up hope. (Maria Catalina Palomo Perez 1945)
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Japanese occupation
The Japanese were to occupy Guåhan for 2 years and 8 months, with the island the property of 
Imperial Japan and the CHamoru a labour force for wartime agricultural production, and eventually 
integration as subservient members into the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere. Although the 
Japanese would attempt to assimilate the CHamoru, this would prove to be a failure and the reality 
was that they would suffer brutality, family separation, hunger, rape, forced labour, loss of property, 
continuous insults and indignities, and frequent torture and execution.

In January 1942, the Japanese Army command of Guåhan was replaced by a Japanese naval 
administration, with civil affairs turned over to the Minseibu (Civil Administration Department), 
a civilian unit headed by a military officer (Higuchi 2013, 2016). The Minseibu was the Japanese 
Navy’s military administration, with their basic role ‘to control and absorb civilians under the 
auspices and functions of the military for war preparation and operations’ (Higuchi 2013:53, 59). 
The Minseibu began a program of ‘Japanization’ to remake the CHamoru into new Japanese nationals 
through the assimilation–acculturation mechanisms of language learning and cultural training.

Like the Indigenous populations of Japan’s other South Sea Islands, the CHamoru were ranked 
as third-class citizens (santo kokumin), the lowest rung of the Imperial social order. However, the 
CHamoru of Guåhan were distinct from santo kokumin in the remainder of the islands as more 
than 70 per cent had learned English (Beales 1941) and had some 40 years of acculturation into 
American society. Further, Japan’s presence on Guåhan began as part of a war of expansion, with 
the island’s native inhabitants a part of the enemy nation. As such, the Japanese military viewed 
the Guåhan CHamoru to be allied to and tainted by the US. They had little trust in the CHamoru 
and mistreated them for this association, as befell CHamoru businessman Pedro Martinez and his 
wife, who:

were taken together and had their hands tied and lifted to remain in that position all night. 
At regular intervals, one Japanese Officer would fire a pistol by his ears, in the meantime 
demanding that he admit his desire of having the American occupy the Island again. 
(Olano 1949:136–137)

It became clear to the CHamoru that ‘the main goal of Japanisation [on Guåhan] was eradicating 
forty years of American symbols, values, and ultimately, loyalty among the Chamorros’ 
(Camacho 2011:44).

Another significant problem for the Japanese was that during the centuries of Spanish rule most 
CHamoru had become devout Catholics and would not easily succumb to replacing religion with 
political ideology, or Jesus with the Japanese Emperor. The Japanese forbid the Christian cross to be 
in public view, mass was increasingly restricted and the cathedral and churches began to be used for 
military purposes (Artero y Saez 1948:11).

On Guåhan, the Japanese assimilation and acculturation program was doomed to fail. Reverend 
Sablan, the Protestant minister, wrote in his memoirs that the harsh ‘militant observance of courtesy 
and respect’ was alien to CHamoru culture (Sablan 1990:168). Juan P. Sablan, the prewar principal 
of the Hagåtña school, explained how Japanese military cultural practices (such as slapping and 
compulsory bowing) ‘ignited a fire of hatred toward the Japanese people’ (Sablan 1944).

Failure to meet Japanese rules and demands or committing minor discourtesies ‘would surely result 
in many dreadful slapping [sic] on the face or wicked kicking on the back or sides’ (Garrido 1947) 
and often in more brutal reprimands.
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Rev. Joaquin Sablan was one day riding a bullock cart down an incline so steep that he could 
not stop to make the required salute to a sentry. The sentry stopped the cart, beat the clergyman 
unmercifully, then turned him over to the navy, who beat him again, stood him against a wall 
in the stream of a firehouse, and made him face the sun from 10 a.m. to noon. (Sablan 1944:7)

The population lived in fear of imprisonment, whippings, torture or execution, with women and 
girls under the constant threat of rape or mandatory conscription into sexual slavery as ‘comfort 
women’ (JICPOA 1944; Olano 1949).

One day, Jesus Salas and Miguel Terlaje were accused of po[ssessing] firearms, which they 
never admitted. In Tai, before approximately 300 Chamorros forming a labour group working 
[unclear] they were forced to dig their own graves in the cemetery. The labour group was 
lined up and everyone forced to face the victims. As the two suspects were beheaded, Jap 
guards watched closely for any signs of tears or sympathy among the onlookers. They had 
been threatened with the same fate if there was any open protest or manifestation of sympathy. 
(Unknown survivor, paraphrased in JICPOA 1944:9)

The Japanese treatment of CHamoru ‘changed an uncooperative population into a hostile one’ 
(Blaz 2008:67).

Life and labour
Hagåtña became the Japanese government headquarters, with businesses and private residences 
throughout the island commandeered for officers’ housing and administration. The CHamoru 
remained largely dispersed, taking refuge on their lånchos as a means of avoiding the military and 
conflict (Blaz 2008:36–40). Concern about an adequate food supply began early in the occupation. 
The Minseibu, who oversaw CHamoru labour, the primary work force in the establishment of 
Japanese agriculture, immediately began developing rice pond fields and expanding gardening on 
land reclaimed from CHamoru farmers. CHamoru women and men were conscripted into labour 
groups that had to work in the fields from dawn to dusk, sometimes with meagre compensation but 
more often for no pay (Unknown survivor in Allison 1944).

The largest part of the rice grown was shipped to Saipan, meanwhile the population went 
hungry due to the fact that the Japanese obliged the Chamorros to work for them and did not 
give them a chance to raise the products which the Chamorros needed to survive. It was pitiful 
to see so many without clothes and so hungry. (Artero y Saez 1948:60, 62)

Outright rebellion by the CHamoru was a near impossibility because of the island’s small size and 
lack of resources for revolt, but resistance to their captors was ongoing throughout the occupation. 
Bevacqua (2015:116–118) points out that the primary form of resistance was the traditional value of 
endurance (minesngon) or strength in adversity. This should not obscure the fact that there were some 
positive interactions between the Japanese and the CHamoru, even within the overall oppressive 
setting (see e.g. Blaz 2008:205; Lujan 2013; Unpingco in Peiper 2004).

By and large, resistance during the occupation took on Chamorro flavor. It was not dramatic 
because the islanders were not given to dramatics. It was not resistance by shooting down 
invaders and occupation troops, or blowing up bridges and enemy facilities. It was a different 
kind of resistance because it was resistance through and of the spirit. (Sanchez 1979:156)

In the early years of the war, Guåhan and the rest of the Mariana Islands primarily functioned 
as a rear-area logistic and supply base. By late 1943 – early 1944, with American forces steadily 
advancing westward across the Pacific, it became clear that the vast Pacific perimeter of Japan’s 
empire was untenable. Accordingly, Imperial General Headquarters began to focus their remaining 
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defensive assets on the limit of the area needed to keep Allied forces out of range of the home islands, 
the Absolute National Defense Sphere. The defence sphere’s eastern boundary, extending from the 
Kuriles, through the Marianas, to the central coast of New Guinea, became critical to the Japanese 
war effort as a frontline position.

Intensive preparations for the defence of Guåhan were initiated, beginning primarily with construction 
of the airfield. A Japanese Naval Construction Battalion was brought in and large numbers of CHamoru 
were conscripted for the project. ‘Every male individual from the age of 13 to 50 was required by 
compulsion to work on the proposed air bases of the Japanese military forces’ (Sablan 1944).

Impending American invasion and deteriorating 
living conditions
US military planners were determined to capture Guåhan and the Northern Mariana Islands because 
of their strategic location, size and suitable topography. Ideal for the large airbases needed for the new 
B-29 Superfortress long-range bomber, the Marianas would provide the primary springboard for air 
assaults on the Japanese home islands (Kuper 2019; Rogers 1995). The official US military objectives 
for recapturing the American naval base of Guåhan made no mention of rescuing the CHamoru—
American nationals—from a long enemy occupation (Isely and Crowl 1951; Shaw et al. 1966).

In March 1944, anticipating an American invasion, the Japanese Imperial Army 29th Division 
(moved from Manchuria) was deployed to Guåhan to replace the naval command. The Minseibu was 
abolished, and military management of the 22,000 CHamoru and 150 Japanese civilians was turned 
over to a non-combat unit, the Kensetsubu, whose purpose was support of military operations. 
Schools were closed and everyone over 12 years old was put to work. With the abandonment of the 
‘Japanisation’ program, islanders were now exclusively a labour force, with younger children and 
women producing food and men preparing for combat.

The Japanese initiated major efforts for defence with CHamoru forced to work night and day 
digging hundreds of underground air raid shelters, building barricades and other fortifications, 
hauling munitions, unloading ships and constructing the Orote and Tiyan airfields (Carano and 
Sanchez 1964:290; Sablan 1944). With no heavy equipment available, construction was carried out 
with manual labour using wheelbarrows, picks and shovels. The Japanese and Korean supervisors 
often kicked, slapped, punched and clubbed workers for perceived transgressions.

[Working on the airfield of Tiyan] On any given day … I did not think at all. There was only 
the work … The older men tried to spare me the hardest jobs when they could, because I was 
only fifteen … I can remember men trying to pull out the roots of trees we had felled with levers 
fashioned from logs and stones … But I cannot put the memories into any kind of order … 
At the end of the day, I would hobble back to our farm so tired that my mother would have to 
force me to eat to keep up my strength. (Blaz 2008:95–96)

Labourers were relocated to be near construction projects and cultivated fields. Having already lost 
their homes in the 1941 Japanese invasion, this massive mobilisation of CHamoru away from their 
homes, ranches and churches began a further stage of dislocation of the population and separation 
of the family unit. ‘I had to stay, in the camp. Sometimes I saw my family, just once in two or three 
weeks’ (Peredo 1965).

The problem of food supply and production became acute. To assist in the development and 
management of farms, the navy’s Kaikontai (Crop Cultivation Unit) arrived in May 1944. The influx 
of personnel, along with additional Okinawan and Korean conscripted labourers, increased the 
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island’s military population to 18,500, nearly equalling the CHamoru population (Higuchi 
2013:114, 123). Hunger became commonplace, with malnutrition and disease evident long before 
the American invasion. The problem was exacerbated by demands for labour and the substantial 
effort expended on growing food for Japanese consumption that resulted in neglect of family farm 
production (Artero y Saez 1948:22, 62; Carano and Sanchez 1964:276–277; Johnston 1965).

The sporadic US naval and aerial preliminary bombing of Guåhan since February 1944 intensified 
in early May. When the US launched its invasion of Saipan on 16 June, American planes pounded 
Guåhan, followed the next day by naval bombardment. ‘American dominance in the skies turned life 
on the ground into a hell as the U.S. planes strafed and bombed Japanese, Koreans, Okinawans, and 
Chamorros alike’ (Rogers 1995:176).

Americans also noticed the airstrip being built … it became a target … The bombings became 
so routine that the Japanese had us sleep at the airfield. Once the planes departed, they had us 
out filling in the bomb-craters the Americans had left behind. (Blaz 2008:95–96)

Shelling of Guåhan stepped up on 4 July, while on 8 July the fiery attack escalated to persist for 
13 consecutive days, the longest and heaviest single naval bombardment program of the War in the 
Pacific (Crowl 1960:321–325). The inevitable byproduct was the total destruction of Hagåtña and 
nearby towns (Artero y Saez 1948:110; Tomonari-Tuggle et al. 2018:251–254).

During the bombardment of July, we all had to find a place to hide. There was a big cave in 
Mangilao … there were about forty people who lived in that cave for two weeks. During that 
time Soncho [appointed village head] was sent round to get the people out to work in the fields 
close to where they lived. (Untalan 1965)

In late June, with the fall of Saipan and the destruction of the Japanese carrier fleet, the Japanese high 
command in Tokyo ended communication with the Marianas. With continuing US aerial attacks 
on the island, a submarine blockade, loss of air support and most of the island aircraft destroyed, 
it was clear to the Japanese command that they had no chance of repelling a US assault, and hence, 
as dictated by their military ethos, that they were to fight a battle of attrition to the bitter end 
(Higuchi 2016; Rogers 1995:176–179).

Brutality and relocation
With the escalation in the US bombardment and a doomed ground battle looming, Japanese military 
morale and discipline reached a breaking point, social control collapsed and life became chaotic 
(Ineaga 1978). Speaking English but little Japanese and poorly assimilated into the Japanese social 
system, the CHamoru were in fact largely American loyalists. As such the CHamoru were ‘treated 
with suspicion’ (Camacho 2011:50–51) as a potential enemy capable of obstruction, espionage and 
guerilla support for the attacking army.

With the distrust of the CHamoru and recognition of imminent defeat, violence and terror became 
commonplace with the native islanders suffering appalling and gruesome atrocities (JICPOA 1944; 
Liston and Tuggle 2024). At times the desperate and suspicious Japanese Imperial Army assaulted 
the CHamoru out of fear of real or purported acts of espionage (e.g. signalling planes) (Olano 
1949:136–137, 141). More often, brutal acts of violence were inflicted without provocation or 
apparent reason, with others committed under orders. CHamoru were beheaded, buried alive, 
beaten to death and shot at random (Olano 1949; Peredo 1965). Sexual violence became even more 
prevalent, with instances of rapes and more women forced into prostitution as ‘comfort women’ 
(Howard 1986; Onedera 1996; Naholowa’a 2013).
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Horrific, gruesome massacres of CHamoru by Japanese forces were committed at Hagåtña, Tai, Tinta 
and Faha in the Malesso’ area, Fena and Chagui’an (Emsley 1993 [1944]; Farrell 1984; Francisco 
1944; Liston et al. 2015). In a famous act of CHamoru insurgence, the massacres so enraged the 
people of Malesso’ that they courageously protected their families and village by overpowering and 
killing the Japanese soldiers stationed at nearby Atåte (Torres 2015). They then continued to fight 
with the captured weapons until the 30 July arrival of US soldiers.

Mass relocation
One of the problems the Japanese commanders faced was what to do with some 22,000 CHamoru 
who, except for limited forced labour, had no significant role in combat and who the Japanese 
deemed suspicious and pro-American.

The groundwork for controlling the Indigenous population was laid out in the 4 July 1944 Order 
No. 244 titled ‘Direction Concerning Use and Handling of Islanders’ issued by the Chief of 
Staff (Colonel Okabe Eiichi) of the 29th Division Headquarters. The order stated that under the 
supervision of the head of the Kempeitai (military police) and command of the Kaikontai all islanders 
were to be ‘be gathered and guarded’, moving those not on labour crews in the northern districts 
to the centre of the island near Mangilao, the Tai area, which had become the headquarters of the 
Kaikontai. CHamoru conscripted to work on farms and defensive construction were to continue 
their labours as long as possible, and those in the rich rice lands of the south would continue 
farming. There is no reference to any additional movement or final camp sites, although there is 
a note regarding ‘emergency disposition’ which was to be decided later. Copies of Order No. 244 
were found by US troops and a (mis-) translation distributed (Yancey 1944). It was recently located 
in NARA (Humphrey 2016). For a new translation and detailed review of its meaning see Higuchi 
(2016) and Tuggle and Liston (2016).

Implementation of the 4 July order for the relocation of thousands of CHamoru began a complex 
and poorly documented series of evacuations, forced marches and temporary camps (Tuggle 2016). 
Concentrating some 10,000 CHamoru in the particular place of Manenggon, in Guåhan’s central 
valley, or other concentration camps, appears to have been a last-minute decision made by lower-
ranking officers as island command focused on the impending invasion. According to 18-year-old 
Kaikontai farm leader Tomio Kimura, who apparently scouted out the Manenggon site:

After attacks from the sea and the sky for about 40 days, we were ordered by Headquarters to 
look for safe places for the security of noncombatants. Farm head Koshioka and I looked at a 
map and chose the upper reaches of the Irig [Ylig] River, and we went there on around July 
17. The place … was a palm tree forest about four kilometers from the river mouth. There was 
enough water, and the humidity was not high. We judged that the place was so wide as to be 
able to accommodate 15,000 people. We had to move the islanders in 12 villages in a short 
period and at night to that place. Most of them were women, children, and elderly people. 
(Tomio Kimura, interview and translation 1999, in Higuchi 2013:206–208)

In the account of Juan Lujan Pangelinan, the Japanese appointed Section Leader for Agaña Heights, 
Manenggon also appears to be a last-minute decision.

When they got to Tai’, the Japanese ordered him to build shelters for the people before 
midnight that night and threatened him with his life if he didn’t provide the shelters. Before 
midnight the Japanese came to him again and told him that he was to lead the people to Yoña 
before midnight on the third day, and as they were entering Yoña, they were directed to go to 
Manenggon. (Pangelinan, interview by Steffy 2016:62–63)
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Figure 2.2. Illustration of forced marches, concentration camps and primary home villages of the 
CHamoru held at Manenggon.
Source: Illustration by authors, compiled from oral accounts in Carano and Sanchez (1964), Farrell (1984), Sablan 
(1944), Sanchez (1984) and archival documents.
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Figure 2.2 shows the areas where CHamoru were forcibly concentrated, with some only temporary 
stops in the process of relocation (e.g. Yigo, Mangilao-Tai, Maimai). At the time of the US 
land assault, there were five primary rough-shelter concentration camps: some 10,000 people at 
Manenggon, about 2000 at Asinan (north-west of Yo`ña village) and an estimated 2500 at As Lucas-
Mata (near Talo’fo’fo). The camps at Umafit (also called Malojloj, near Inalåhan village) and Atåte 
(inland of Malesso’ village) were relocations primarily for the people of the local villages and thus 
were certainly occupied by only a small number (see Tuggle 2016).

It is clear that the CHamoru, and likely most of the Japanese soldiers, ‘did not know the reason for the 
move or how long they would be away’ (Sanchez 1979:138). They were moved into relatively isolated 
areas distant from the imminent US land assault on the south-west coast and the planned Japanese 
defensive stand in the north. This relocation was likely in part due to avoiding the difficulties caused by 
a large number of civilians in a combat zone (e.g. Blaz 2008:120; Russell and Fleming 1989). Higuchi 
(2016:146–147) points out that Order No. 244 was made in accordance with a Japanese October 
1943 order stating CHamoru should be grouped and gathered ‘outside of a battle zone’.

However, speculation continues to this day as to the intention of the Japanese Imperial Army in 
relocating the CHamoru into concentration camps.

Many believe that eventually the island population was to be exterminated, and often refer to 
the march to Manenggon as the death march. Others believe that the Chamorros were moved 
to concentration camps because the Japanese feared that the island residents loyal to America 
would aid American military forces. And there are others that believe that the intention of 
the Japanese was to protect the local population from the imminent attack of American 
military forces by moving them into the dense jungle where their location would be hidden. 
(Taitano 2007:181)

A popular story that spread like wildfire through the Manenggon camp was that they were 
congregated so the Japanese could easily slaughter them all; readily believable given the atrocities 
known to be occurring (Cynthia Torres in Palomo 2004; Josefina Torres Nededog in Steffy 2016). 
The five machine guns said to be inside or in the surrounding ridgelines of Manenggon ‘could 
easily wipe out the 10,000 Chamorros living in makeshift shelters encircling the machine guns’ 
(Frank Flores in Palomo 2004).

My family noticed that the Japanese machine gun positions around the concentration camp, 
when they first got to the camp she said the machine guns were pointed out to ward off any 
liberators or whoever might come. And she noticed on that particular day that instead of the 
machine guns pointed out they were facing in toward the people who were in the camp. And as 
soon as that was noticed there was just this buzz in the camp and everyone was just on edge. 
They weren’t sure when they were going to be cut down by gunfire and they were expecting it 
at anytime. (Eric Untalan, son of survivor Lagrimas Leon Guerrero Untalan, in Steffy 2016:80)

The Japanese threat of killing the entire camp was so paralysing to the Manenggon detainees that 
even when the camp was practically unguarded, they were afraid to attempt an escape (Ronck 1973). 
Although the fear of massacre was a constant reality to those held in Manenggon, there is no 
information available indicating any specific Japanese plans for the camp.

Regardless as to the ultimate motives, Dr Pedro Cruz Sanchez, a Manenggon survivor who became 
President of the Territorial College of Guam (now the University of Guam) and a Senator in 
the Guåhan Legislature, acknowledges that despite the difficulties and the deaths that did occur, 
internment at Manenggon ‘saved a lot people from being killed in the massive air raids and intensive 
naval bombardment and in the cross fire between American troops and Japanese defenders’ 
(Sanchez 1998:241).
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Forced marches
On Guåhan, the Manenggon Concentration Camp is never spoken of without inclusion of the 
horrific forced marches to the camp. Within a matter of days of the 4 July order, CHamoru were taken 
from their wartime residences with little or no warning to be moved on foot for long distances to 
unknown locations (Figure 2.2). Luis Untalan, prewar principal of the Talo’fo’fo School, remembers:

Word was sent out to everyone to meet at Price School [in Mangilao] in the evening of a 
certain day. So we all packed whatever we could in the way of clothes and food. Livestock and 
pigs and chickens were left behind. Dogs could follow us. Our family had a bull-cart so all the 
necessary family belongings and the essential food we could get hold of we packed into the cart. 
They did not tell us why we had to gather at the school. They just said bring whatever you can. 
(Untalan 1965)

Already malnourished, weak, injured and ill after months of hard labour and a near-starvation diet, 
thousands of CHamoru, including the sick, small children and the elderly, were given only a few 
hours to prepare for what would end up being long treks to isolated jungle areas that became camps.

Figure 2.3. Depiction of the Leon Guerrero family on the march to the Manenggon Concentration 
Camp from Machananao in northern Guåhan.
Source: Batik by Judy Flores for Coming of Age in War Torn Guam by Jillette Leon Guerrero.  
Photo courtesy of Judy Flores.
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Once rounded up at Mangilao/Tai or elsewhere, the CHamoru were forcibly marched, herded like 
animals, under escort of Japanese soldiers (Figure 2.3). Ricardo J. Bordallo, 16 in 1944, who would 
later become Governor of Guåhan, remembers his experience of the march:

A huge throng of people was already at Tai when we arrived … Throughout the night and 
well into the next day, groups of people from other parts of the island arrived steadily. The Tai 
encampment soon turned into a sea of humanity wallowing in mud … the Japanese routed the 
encampment and the march to Manengon began. Thousands of people arose slowly from their 
makeshift camps and prepared to move out. Precious belongings—pathetic bundles of every size 
and description—were carefully lashed onto bullcarts or shouldered by their owners. Fear filled 
the faces of every man, woman and child. At a barked command, a column of soldiers with 
fixed bayonets began the march … The seething chaos of humans and animals compressed and 
uncoiled slowly, like a huge snake. Flanked by armed soldiers, the great human snake inched 
forward. (Bordallo and Gault 1987)

Reverend Sablan writes about moving from Yigo, on to Maimai, in what was thought to the final 
camp and finally on to Manenggon.

Just after dark when the American planes returned to their bases, the great en mass movement 
started from Yigo to Dededo, up to the Macheche Hill where the people spent most of the 
night helping each other in getting their carts to the top of the steep hill … It was raining all 
night; the roads were slippery, and the tracer bullets from the ships were exploding over us. 
Everyone was on top of the hill by daybreak and the march was resumed even though there 
were planes overhead.

By midday, we arrived at the first concentration camp, known as Maimai. The site down in the 
valley was very muddy … The Japanese in charge of us ordered the men to cut coconut leaves 
to build shelters for their families, for they were going to stay there for the duration of the war. 
Each family was rationed a gallon of dirty water a day from the pond where the water buffalos 
had been wallowing.

As we were cutting coconut leaves, an American observation plane spotted us and in no 
time the American battleships started shelling in our direction. The Japanese officials then 
ordered the people to begin reloading their carts and be prepared for another march by dusk. 
(Sablan 1990:155–157)

The long walk lasted all night and into the next day with ‘exhausted men, women, and children, the 
sick who were hardly able to carry themselves, and invalids on stretchers borne on the shoulders of 
tired men’ (Carano and Sanchez 1964:291). The hard tropical rains transformed the already rugged 
one-lane dirt trails into muddy quagmires so slippery that marchers relied on one other to keep the 
animals pulling the carts mobile (Sablan 1990:155–157).

When we started to march they [Japanese soldiers] scolded us if we started to slow down. They 
told us to hurry … it was slippery. My brother’s bull slipped in the mud and the cart started 
to slide down the side of the hill. All the people hurried to help him to pick up his belongings. 
But the soldiers just ignored us … On the march we took turns carrying the children … 
(Dolores White Santos 1965, 24 years old in 1944)

CHamoru were being pressed to move in the midst of prolonged and constant US aerial and naval 
bombardment and strafing. American tracer bullets, flares and incoming bombs lit up the pitch-
black night. ‘While we were marching to Manengon we watched the flares and shells which landed 
three hundred yards from us’ (Santos 1965). Although the thick jungle bordering the narrow paths 
concealed the movements of the long lines of refugees, the unremitting, deafening explosions and 
the fear of being struck by ordinance was terrifying (Perez 1945; Sablan 1990:155–157).
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The rain-soaked refugees remember how cold they were as they trod on sharp rocks and thorns and 
tripped over roots:

watching a man tied to a mango tree, so tight his hands were so swollen. Also a woman being 
slapped in the face while everyone had to stand and watch. I remembered trying to find shelter 
under a Federico tree with about six other people during a hard rain. I was so cold my knees 
were buckling under me. During the march my shoes had broken & I was barefooted … 
I stepped on rocks, thorns, and mud. (Unidentified survivor in Taitano 2007:127)

The only way to quench the constant thirst was to lie down next to the rainwater-filled hoof prints 
and lick the dirty water (Unidentified survivor in Taitano 2007:149).

pitch black, hard rain. All through the night you heard children crying, calling out, ‘Mother! 
Father! Where are you?’ ‘I am over here. Where are you?’ ‘I am over here.’ It was pitiful. 
(Rosa Baza in Owings 1981:114)

Worst of all was the brutality of the Japanese guards armed with bayonets and guns who relentlessly 
berate and beat those could not keep up or who left the path to seek shelter from the rain, for food 
or water or to rest (Figure 2.4). ‘Now and then the spine-tingling sound of club against the flesh and 
the painful cries of men and women resounded through the line of march as the Japanese guards 
punished those who fell behind’ (Carano and Sanchez 1964:291).

Figure 2.4. Japanese brutality on the march to Manenggon.
Source: Ariel Demalanta in Farrell (1984:35).
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Twenty-year old Rosa Flores Leon Guerrero, who was pregnant with her second child and carrying 
her infant when she walked to Manenggon, recalls:

It became a river of people. Everyone was weeping, while at the same time trying to encourage 
each other. ‘Do not fall out,’ it was repeated, ‘the Japs will kill you.’ The news of executions, 
beatings and murder of those who fell out were rampart [sic] along the way. My feet were 
swollen, and very painful, and my baby Rosie was hungry and thirsty. She was only ten 
months old, but she was skinny and feverish … Some people were carrying their dead child. 
They couldn’t stop to bury them and they didn’t want to drop and abandon them. It was tragic. 
Awful! (Guerrero in Bates 2016)

Already in poor health from months of hard labour and a near starvation diet, people died on the 
forced marches (Palomo 1984:179; Sablan 1990). 

We, at gunpoint, were prohibited from helping. You can imagine the pain and tears when 
someone you loved and knew were left behind. Old Mrs. Rowley, a dear friend of the family, 
was left on the side of the road and was later found dead. My sister-in-law left the line to get 
water from a tank near a shack. She was badly beaten. We held her up and after the guards 
moved away, men carried her to Manengon where she died and was buried. (Cynthia Torres in 
Palomo 2004)

Finally, ‘at about 6 in the morning we arrived at the Ilig [Ylig] River. We marched along the trail 
far into the valley about two miles … And there at Menengon [sic], we were told to build our own 
camp’ (Untalan 1965).

Over the course of the next few days other exhausted, devastated people finishing long marches 
would join those at the Manenggon camp. The camp was in the Manenggon Valley, named thusly 
due to the streams being constrained by bluffs rising some 50 m above the narrow floodplain at the 
confluence of the Ylig and Manenggon Rivers.

Although survivor accounts tell of many who died during the Japanese occupation, on the forced 
marches and in the concentration camps there is no complete record of the total deaths at the 
Manenggon camp or during the war on Guåhan. ‘Only the Americans kept good count of their 
causalities … No one kept count of the Chamorros who died in a war they had no part in starting’ 
(Sanchez 1998:242).

The Manenggon Concentration Camp
By mid-July, the number of people packed into the roughly two square miles of the Manenggon 
Valley is estimated to have reached 10,000, about half of Guåhan’s CHamoru population. Like the 
forced relocation, the only records of the Manenggon camp are the oral histories of those who 
lived the experience, with the exception of some brief US military records of observations of the 
abandoned camp. Common to the many oral history accounts of the encampment are stories of 
hunger, physical stress and fear. There was also mutual encouragement for mental strength and hope 
for survival.

The way I see it they were all so kind to each other—helpful, helping each other. Giving food, 
if they have food … they share it with their children. I remember that we didn’t even know the 
people … if they saw a child needing food, they just gave. They were very helpful. As I said, 
we were like just one family. (Interview with Manenggon survivor, 3 February 2006 in Taitano 
2007:150)
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The largely barren floodplain was never prepared with the supplies or the housing, medical and 
sanitation facilities needed to maintain hundreds much less thousands of refugees. As a survivor 
states, ‘Upon arrival there, we found ourselves in a small area with the sky as our roof and the damp, 
black soil as our bed’ (Unidentified in Taitano 2007:128). Rain fell steadily and the Manenggon 
Valley became a sea of mud.

The camp had few guards and was not set up as formal or fenced internment compound although 
machine guns were present. Nonetheless, those interned in the camp were in an extraordinarily 
miserable and stressful situation, they ‘lived with apprehension, fear of future evil, constantly’ 
(Unidentified in Taitano 2007:128). They were in a jungle warzone with frequent bombing and the 
steady drone of planes flying overhead, already malnourished with very little food, only makeshift 
shelters, poor sanitation, almost constant rain and no clear idea of what the Japanese intended to do 
with them.

The initial arrivals to Manenggon found that:

the air was clean and sweet. Smoke from thousands of cooking fires would blend with the 
morning mist but dissipate as the day wore on. Within a few days, however, the smoke and mist 
began to accumulate into a thick, steamy layer above the hovels. It never dissipated. The blanket 
of smoke and steam sealed in all the odors in camp. As human and animal wastes piled up each 
day, the odors grew more and more foul. Soon, the whole camp reeked with a most horrible 
stench. (Bordallo and Gault 1987)

With most men still in labour camps, the majority of Manenggon’s population were women, children, 
teenagers and the elderly. The few men, or teenage boys, were removed from the camp at night or for 
several days at a time to carry Japanese food supplies and ammunition or build defences, while some 
CHamoru men hid in the dense jungle and caves to avoid being sent into combat (Ronck 1973; 
Unidentified in Taitano 2007:128).

Often at night they would summon all the men, line them up and march them to different 
places to pick up ammunition to carry to their locations—not telling us where to go. The last 
I remember of the Japanese in the camp was when they called all the men out about ten p.m. 
They marched us to the jungle behind Sinajana village and they made us carry bombs up and 
down the hill. (Untalan 1965)

One of first estimates of the number of people at Manenggon was 10,000–15,000, made by the US 
Civil Affairs officer Kraus (1944:30), and other estimates have suggested 8000 to 9000 (e.g. Palomo 
1984:190). But none of the figures are supported by any specific evidence or source. No count was 
ever made when the camp was occupied. A rough estimate can be made by deducting figures for 
numbers of people in other areas

Shelter was essential in the pouring rain and torrents of mud. People began to ‘set up camp by 
building makeshift tents. We had tarps, blankets and whatever we could carry’, said Brigido Arroyo 
(in Leon Guerrero 2000); seven years old while held in Manenggon, Arroyo would become a 
Monsignor in the Archdiocese of Agaña. Many of the hurriedly constructed crude huts had ‘no floor 
over the damp ground and many of us suffered from lumbago and rheumatism from the wet ground’ 
(Untalan 1965) (Figure 2.5).

the women were told to weave the coconut leaves and the men started to cut them down for 
our shelters. We were very tired, but we did not realise it. We were so busy … We built posts 
of tangantangan [Leucaena leucocephala] and bamboo, thatched roofs and walls woven with 
coconut leaves. If a family happened to own a mat it considered itself fortunate … In our 
hut there were about seventeen people-four families including two couples without children. 
(Santos 1965)
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Figure 2.5. This coconut thatch hut in the US Yona Refugee Camp was certainly the same basic 
shelter type used in the Manenggon Concentration Camp.
Source: Souder Collection No. 36, Micronesian Area Research Center, Guåhan.

The meagre food supplies hauled into Manenggon were soon depleted. ‘First we ate the food we 
had brought with us … Then we slaughtered our work animals and ate them. Finally, the Japs gave 
each of us a handful of rice a day’ (Herbert, son of Agueda Johnston in McManus 1944). Even with 
this paltry ration, ‘most times we were eating raw rice because when a plane flew by, all fires have 
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to be extinguished’ (Unidentified in Taitano 2007:127). The Japanese forbid building fires when 
American planes flew overhead as the smoke would alert the enemy forces of the camp’s location 
(Francisco 1944). Without a fire, food could not be cooked nor stream water sanitised.

With all supplies consumed, food for the camp’s inhabitants consisted of small shrimp and fish 
scrounged from the streams, remains of corn crops from nearby abandoned farmsteads and anything 
foraged from the surrounding jungle. Children scavenged for often rotten papaya and banana, unripe 
lemmai (breadfruit), coconuts, artis (atis, sugar apple) and root plants commonly used as famine 
food (Pacific Daily News 1992; Santos 1965; Untalan 1965). With so many thousands inhabiting 
the same area, anything edible was soon exhausted; ‘for many, those final days became a struggle for 
food’ (Arroyo in Guerrero 2000).

We kept looking for food. There was nothing to eat. They picked breadfruit flowers, cut it up 
and cooked it for the kids. No food. One more week if the Americans didn’t come they’d die. 
Many people would have died. (Tomasa Cruz Salas in Steffy 2016:77)

The Ylig and Manenggon streams were the only source of water for bathing, cooking and drinking. 
With thousands of people using it, the water sources soon ‘turned into a cesspool’ and became 
unsanitary (Bordallo and Gault 1987; Arroyo in Guerrero 2000). Many at Manenggon and the 
other camps developed dysentery and suffered diarrhoea, vomiting and other illnesses and diseases 
resulting from unsanitary conditions and the contaminated river.

Viciousness towards the already brutalised CHamoru continued. Dolores Leon Guerrero Francisco 
recalls seeing CHamoru at Manenggon:

going to have a meeting and they were to receive orders from the Japanese. When all the people 
came out and lined up instead of giving them any orders they took a bamboo stick and struck 
many of the natives. There were about 100 that were beaten that were there, and no questions 
asked. (Francisco 1944)

Every single day, it was harder and harder … The bony, ragged Japanese who supervised the 
camp site continued to take advantage of the local people. Some of the Japanese had taken some 
of the women and used them. (Arroyo in Guerrero 2000)

In such close quarters, mistreatment by the Japanese was seen by all, a humiliation that compounded 
the physical wounds already suffered.

My father would be brought over to our camp and subjected to many brutal punishment which 
was witnessed by the whole family. The Japanese would submerge his head in a bucket of water 
and then my father would be whipped or suffered some other type of punishment. Everyone 
had to maintain their personal restraint during this in order to stay alive. (Unidentified survivor 
in Lee 1968)

Those held in the crowded squalor of the Manenggon camp waited in fear of the unknown terrifying 
days ahead: might they be massacred by the ever more brutish Japanese soldiers, inadvertently 
slaughtered in the American bombardment or abandoned and left to starve to death? Nine-year-old 
Josefina Torres Nededog recalls the constant prayers with everyone saying the rosary (Steffy 2016:75). 
Twelve years old when confined at Manenggon, Guadalupe Perez Manglona remembers:

There is nothing really. It’s fear. It’s cold. It’s hungry. You cuddle up like when you go to sleep 
that you will never wake up and probably it’s better that we don’t wake up and see, every day 
is fear. Every day the Japanese would come and check us and somebody will be beaten up. 
(Manglona in Steffy 2016:74)
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End of two and half years of war
In utter misery, thousands of CHamoru were contained in the Manenggon camp for at least two 
weeks. They knew that the Americans were bombing the island, but they had no knowledge of the 
status of the battle. As Agueda Iglesias Johnston, prewar principal of Hagåtña’s George Washington 
High School, explains:

American attacks became heavier, but the natives in their camp on the opposite side of the island 
from the beachheads, still didn’t know that landings had been made. (Johnston, paraphrased 
in McManus 1944)

At some point the Manenggon guards abandoned their posts, but when they left is complicated by 
the continued presence of Japanese soldiers—stragglers remaining hidden in the area until well after 
the island was secured. Ten-year-old Bert Unpingco recalls: ‘one day, many of the Japanese soldiers 
suddenly vanished’ (Peiper 2004) and Principal Johnston says, ‘Most of the Japs moved out, leaving 
only a few to guard the camp’ (McManus 1944). Perhaps in another part of the sprawling site, the 
educator Dr Sanchez remembers the American patrol eventually entering the camp ‘caught Japanese 
guards by surprise and shot them as they attempted to run’ (Sanchez 1979:149).

While some CHamoru may have left the Manenggon camp after the Japanese guards deserted, 
‘people were afraid to move … They could see the planes overhead, but they had no way of knowing 
who was winning [the battle]. So they stayed’ (Maria Blaz in Blaz 2008:139–142).

Furthermore,

the Japanese warned that if the American forces got too close or someone tried to escape, the 
entire camp would be killed. This threat had a paralyzing effect on the camp, especially when 
some of the young men out handling supplies were beheaded in the Fena area. (Ronck 1973)

The archival records and oral histories are unclear as to how the Manenggon camp ended. Despite 
conflicting statements and ambiguities in the midst of the Battle of Guam, it is certain that US 
military personnel conducting reconnaissance missions were involved. US soldiers may have first 
been encountered by some of the adventurous and brave youth who would sneak out of camp to 
ascertain what was going on and to gather food. Principal Johnston’s daughter, Marian, relates some 
youth returning to camp to:

tell us the Americans had landed but we had heard that so often in the past two years that we 
didn’t believe it. We finally were convinced when some of the boys came back to camp with 
Lucky Strikes and Chesterfield cigarettes. We knew then that it was true. (Marian Johnston, 
paraphrased in McManus 1944)

With knowledge that Americans were near, the possibility of surviving and being rescued became a 
reality. Starved, ill and many on the verge of death, the arrival of the US soldiers was a godsend and the 
CHamoru were overwhelmed with joy. One story tells of 15-year-old Jesus Toves Lizama encountering 
US Army troops while running an errand to trade a basket of shrimp for salt with nearby Japanese: 
‘It was raining very hard that morning. The jungle was dense with tall grass. Then suddenly I was 
surrounded by American soldiers who yelled “Halt!” and I immediately put my hands into the air.’

when he encountered the Americans, he was bombarded with [questions]. The Americans took 
the basket of shrimp and sent two soldiers to the area where Lizama’s group was hiding. They 
told the boy not to worry about the salt, and that they were going to evacuate his family 
and friends. Lizama then led the group of soldiers to Manengon. Upon arrival, four Japanese 
soldiers were sighted but fled from the area. Lizama recalled that the Chamorros were so happy 
and excited upon seeing the Americans … (J.T. Lizama, paraphrased in Aguon 1994)
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While 16-year-old Ricardo J. Bordallo describes the rescue thusly:

‘Hurry! The Americans are here!’ We ran down the hillside and into the frenzy in camp. People 
were laughing and crying, hugging and kissing, shouting and jumping, dancing and singing. 
I worked my way into the densest part of the crowd and found Dad. Together, we elbowed our 
way toward nine dumbfounded American soldiers. The Americans had not expected such a 
reception or so large a crowd. One of the soldiers was shouting and holding his rifle above the 
surging mob. ‘Follow’ was all anyone heard. The word spread quickly: follow the Americans. 
Within a few minutes, hundreds of people fell into line and followed obediently behind the 
dazed Americans. (Bordallo and Gault 1987)

‘And then one morning, it ended—very simply, with no fanfare’ (Maria Blaz in Blaz 2008:142); 
there was no formal ‘liberation’. A single military document that concerns Manenggon states that on 
29 July 1944, a patrol (Baker Company) of the army’s 77th Infantry Division encountered a ‘small 
group of Chamorros’ at Target Area 376K ‘overlooking Ylig Bay’. A 1946 military history summary 
describes the first encounter:

Actions from July 21–August 10, 1944: The 77th Infantry Division, Baker Patrol, with 2d Lt. 
Jack B. Miller and ‘guided by Tony Cruz.’ ‘Approaching Ylig the scouts met a small group of 
Chamorros, who greeted them joyfully and reported that many Japanese troops were to the 
north … ’ (Historical Division War Department 1946:60, 62)

Figure 2.6. Suffering from malnutrition, a CHamoru woman is brought to an American Hospital 
after hiding in the hills from Japanese soldiers.
Source: Image No. USMC 92,658/Guam 11 in the collection of the War in the Pacific National Historical Park.
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Except for a very few sick and aged who could not be carried, and relatives who remained behind to 
care for them, the Manenggon survivors followed the Marines to their camp on Mt Tenjo (Johnston 
in McManus 1944; Sablan 1990; Untalan 1965). From there, they walked to Piti where waiting 
trucks carried them to Hågat and nearby civilian refugee camps where, under the care of the US 
Marine Civil Affairs, they were housed in tents and given food and medical attention (Figure 2.6). 
Maria Catalina Palomo Perez provided testimony to the US Congress of the heartfelt elation felt by 
the CHamoru in being liberated from the Japanese.

Freed at last! Delivered from a future of slavery. All the heartaches and sufferings are gone; only 
memories, bitter and sweet, are left behind … What a difference our march to freedom from 
our march to the concentration camp. The steps were lively, the air was filled with laughter. 
(Perez 1945)

Civil Affairs had planned for civilian refugee camps, but the situation proved to be of a greater scale 
than they anticipated, ‘with natives in all conditions of health and dress pouring in by the hundreds, 
and on some days by the thousand or more’ (Murray 1944). With a lack of suitable locations for 
refugees, Civil Affairs officer Captain Charles Kraus was forced to reuse the abandoned Manenggon 
Concentration Camp as an expedient and temporary refugee camp for those fleeing the As Lucas-
Mata Concentration Camp (Figure 2.7).

As soon as other camps or resettlement villages with better living conditions were established, those 
who inhabited what was now called Camp Yona were moved, and by October 1944 what had been 
the Manenggon Concentration Camp was finally abandoned (Civil Affairs Report Oct 2, 1944).

Figure 2.7. The US Yona Refugee Camp, established in the same location as the abandoned 
Manenggon Concentration Camp, 1944.
Source: Souder Collection No. 82, Micronesian Area Research Center, Guåhan.
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The battle-scarred island once again became a US military forward base with the objective of providing 
support for the final phase of the War in the Pacific. It quickly transformed into a massive military 
supply depot and communications and transportation hub with a huge naval base, army and navy 
airfields, munitions magazines and related support. Thousands of US military personnel and civilian 
labourers poured into the island. With the traumatic period of the Japanese occupation coming to 
an end, the CHamoru of Guåhan, again American nationals under US Navy administration, would 
face another drastic transformation in their history.

A CHamoru place of survival, culmination 
and recognition
The 32 months encompassing the Japanese invasion and occupation and the Battle of Guam brought 
staggering emotional and psychological trauma to the CHamoru on Guåhan that left an indelible 
impact on island political, economic and social processes, an impact still resonating today. Brigadier 
General Blaz views the wartime events on Guåhan ‘as the benchmark, the road junction, and the 
springboard for what we do for many years to come’ (Blaz 2004).

Blaz continues by saying that beyond the ongoing tangible developments lies the deeply human 
experience of those who survived the Japanese occupation and bore witness to:

the manifestation and magnificence of the Chamorro spirit … We learned: to be tolerant when 
conditions were intolerable; to be generous when there was so little to give; to be patient when 
our deepest desire was to end our bondage; to be ourselves, preserving our language and culture 
while the enemy was trying to impose his on us … We clearly saw and keenly appreciated the 
basic choices of life, between freedom and bondage; justice and oppression; hope and despair; 
surviving and perishing. (Blaz 2004)

In many narratives, the endurance of the CHamoru survivors through the Japanese occupation 
and the Manenggon Concentration Camp is subsumed under a larger dialogue concerning the US 
military liberation of Guåhan, with the resultant loyalty and patriotism to the ‘liberators’ (see Diaz 
2001; Camacho 2011; Bevacqua 2015). Gratitude extended to the American soldiers for their return 
to Guåhan remains an integral component of the Manenggon story, but it is not the primary theme. 
Of greater significance is the long-term perspective of the survivors and the profound themes of 
the strength and resilience that CHamoru displayed during the war’s suffering and deprivation, the 
maintenance of CHamoru cultural identity and the contested political relationships resulting from 
the US military victory of 1944.

As Manenggon survivor, educator, historian and statesman Dr Pedro Sanchez explains:

It was easy—and true, of course—to say that loyalty to America kept the Guamanians strong 
during the occupation. But the truth went deeper than that. Indeed, that sense of loyalty 
reflected the inner strength of the people—strength based upon deep religion faith and cultural 
tradition. It was the kind of ancient strength which helped the Chamorros survive the ages. 
(Sanchez 1979:160)
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This integral role of CHamoru in their own destiny is eloquently stated by Guåhan Delegate to the 
US House of Representatives and President of the University of Guam (2008–2018), Dr Robert A. 
Underwood at the unveiling of the Asan Bay Overlook Memorial Wall of Names in the War in the 
Pacific National Historical Park.

This park, this wall, stands as a great testimony to the courage, heroism and sacrifices of two 
groups of people who came together in the name of freedom some 50 years ago—one was in 
uniform and the other was in rags; one used weapons of war and the other used tools for survival; 
one came in from the sea and the other came down from the hills; one left their families behind 
and the other tried to keep their families with them; and one liberated the island from without 
while the other liberated the island from within. (Underwood, 19 July 1994)

To the island’s inhabitants, surviving the marches and the concentration camps is ‘one of the most 
important events of our contemporary history that defines what it means to be Chamorro’ (Taitano 
2007:3). It is the common thread running through the memories of Guåhan’s survivors. To the 
CHamoru, the Manenggon Concentration Camp is a place reaffirming a sense of community and 
shared past, and in a sense, provides a source of strength and inspiration. To Dr Underwood, the 
heroic experiences of the CHamoru during the Japanese occupation are one:

in which they can all take pride. They were placed in a predicament not of their own making, 
but they met the challenge. They survived the ordeal, and became stronger for it. Within the 
confines of that pride as a people, there is no mention of the war as a struggle between two great 
powers trying to exert their dominance over the Pacific and its people. (Underwood 1977:7)

The Memorial Wall of Names contains the names of 1880 US servicemen who died in the 1941 
defence of Guåhan and in the retaking of the island from Japan in 1944 along with the names of the 
1170 documented CHamoru who died and the 14,721 who suffered the atrocities of war. The list of 
names is not inclusive of all the roughly 22,000 CHamoru on island during the invasion, occupation 
and US reoccupation of Guam, with many names still missing.

In the last decades, as survivors and their offspring began to share their painful experiences, the 
Manenggon Concentration Camp is being given a central place in the CHamoru commemoration 
of their World War II experiences. Since 2004, with the opening of the Manenggon Memorial 
Peace Park, an annual commemorative ceremony is held at the Manenggon Concentration Camp. 
The gathering is to remember, reaffirm, celebrate and honour the historic sacrifices and resilience of 
those CHamoru who endured and survived the Japanese occupation, the forced marches and the 
Manenggon Concentration Camp.

In the words of Guåhan Senators Benjamin J.F. Cruz and Tina Rose Muña Barnes,

Though much of the trail toward Manenggon thrives today with the footsteps of generations 
birthed by grateful survivors, the Manenggon valley remains for us a solemn reminder of a 
world at war and the power of the human spirit. (Cruz and Barnes 2015)

At the request of the community and the Guam Historic Preservation Office, the Guam Preservation 
Trust prepared and submitted a National Historic Landmark nomination dossier for the Manenggon 
Concentration Camp (Liston and Tuggle 2024). On 16 December 2024, the Secretary of the Interior 
designated the Manenggon Concentration Camp a US National Historic Landmark, the highest 
level of historical significance granted in the US. This honour bestowed upon Manenggon recognises 
and gives testimony to CHamoru courage, inner strength, sacrifices and triumph over hardship 
during the 32 months of subjugation at the hands of the Japanese during the War in the Pacific.
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Conclusion
The cultural memory of suffering and resilience during the Japanese occupation, the forced marches 
and containment in the Manenggon Concentration Camp are embedded in CHamoru cultural 
identity. The oral histories of the survivors are a precious cultural resource, offering a deeply personal 
and rich perspective on a decisive stage in the history of Guåhan.

Manenggon, with its lack of archaeological remains and archival documents, is an example of a 
significant event whose story would be lost in time without the oral histories. Similarly, a substantial 
number of ancient important events that are integral to cultural identity have left no material relics. 
They remain rooted in cultural memory through oral traditions, chants, art forms, place names and 
other mnemonic devices that are passed down from generation to generation.

It is incumbent upon archaeologists to collect the Indigenous narratives and experiences associated 
with the locations being investigated to centre the Indigenous voice in the past. Recording these 
narratives is a powerful tool in the preservation of cultural memory and acknowledges social 
and cultural significance rather than solely privileging architectural or archaeological value. For 
archaeologists, cultural resource managers and historians, once analysed for social relevance and 
cultural significance, the place names, oral traditions and traditional land use practices support 
a more holistic interpretation of the findings and may provide clues and opportunities for new 
avenues of inquiry.
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