Bataan Memorial Death March

Auxiliary Ambassador
Marches in Her
Father’s Footsteps

J

oyce Bilyeu, 2014-2015
Americanism Ambassador,
walked the most challenging
and rewarding 14.2 miles of her
life a few months ago. But, as she
said, it couldn’t compare to the
journey her late father endured.
She honored him by completing
a half-marathon at this year’s
Bataan Memorial Death March
at White Sands Missile Range in
White Sands, New Mexico.
Dick Bilyeu had no choice
when he was forced to march
for days through the scorching,
mosquito-infested jungles of
the Philippines. He survived
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the Bataan Death March, but
thousands of soldiers did not.
It was 1942. American and
Filipino soldiers were captured by
Japanese forces, and those lucky
enough to survive the march
went on to suffer through horrific
treatment at prisoner-of-war
camps. Others were wounded
or killed when U.S. air and
naval forces sank the unmarked
relocation ships that transported
them.
Dick’s capture and subsequent
three and a half years of slave labor
and torture at Japanese POW
camps as a mine worker left the

young soldier weighing just 95
pounds, a whisper of the retired
U.S. Army chief warrant officer’s
usual 160-pound frame. It took
him a year in military hospitals to
recover physically.
He died at age 72 in 1993
because of medical issues that
stemmed from his military
service. He documented his POW
experience in his book, “Lost in
Action.” Hope and faith, he said,
fueled his survival.
“Those who weren’t wounded
or killed started backing away
and melting into the jungle
undergrowth,” said Dick of the
initial Japanese strikes. “We were
boxed into a corner with no place
to hide and no place to run… we
were doing the only thing we could
– just keeping alive. I was like a
zombie in action. First there was
fear, then nothing, no feeling at all.
There was no time for feelings or
fear. I acted automatically.”
Joyce carried her dad’s prison
camp number – 2158 – with her
in New Mexico. The memorial
march, sponsored in large part by
the Ladies Auxiliary and the VFW,
has a well-deserved reputation
as one of the nation’s most
challenging marathon and halfmarathon trails.
“My mother held on to dad’s
number for the past 70 years,” she
said. “I cannot express the feelings
I had every time I touched or
looked at his number; it meant
so much to me. I truly believe my
dad was with me on this journey
and the inner strength he had
resonated in me.”
While the memorial walk was
no easy feat – the route meanders
through sometimes rough and

sandy desert terrain – it did foster
incredible fellowship, she said.
There was not a stranger among
the 5,700 walkers and runners, all
traveling en masse for a common
cause; to honor the soldiers of
Bataan. Some walked, some
ran. Some made the journey in
the “heavy” category with full
military gear and packs filled with
35 pounds of canned goods that
would later be donated to charity.
“It brings home, with brutal
clarity a small part of the sacrifice
that those great servicemen went
through,” she said. “It made me
feel some of the hardships that the
soldiers felt in the original march.
However, I had a choice. They
did not.”
Describing the Bataan Death
March of 73 years ago, Dick
said he witnessed “torn bodies,”
trampled civilians and ruthless
near decapitations along the way
for soldiers whose legs collapsed
beneath them from sheer
exhaustion.

Opposite Page: Joyce Bilyeu
shakes hands with Bataan Death
March survivors at the finish line.
Above: Dick Bilyeu’s POW camp
number and a pin with a line
from Frank Hewlett’s poem, “The
Battling Bastards of Bataan.”
Right: Joyce Bilyeu’s father, Dick
Bilyeu, in uniform.

Joyce Bilyeu talks to march attendees about the Ladies Auxiliary.

“The guards were driving
us hard,” he said. “Anyone who
stumbled was prodded in the back
onto his feet. If he fell he was run
through with a bayonet or sabre.
The end result was always the
same: death.”
It was a ghastly landscape, he
said. “A blood-covered body would
become yet another unrecognizable
form along the trail of death, and
just one more solemn reminder for
those who passed of the atrocities
being perpetrated upon us by the
conquering army…I looked at the
very top of a heap (of bodies.) There
was an American soldier, his body
covered from the waist down in dirt
and debris. His eyes stared toward
the heavens and his right hand
pointed in that direction as if to
say, ‘That is the direction you
must look.’”
But instead, he kept his gaze
fixed straight ahead and kept
on marching, kept on laboring
through years at concentration
camps and lived to write about

it even though more than one
transport ship sank to the bottom
of the ocean beneath his feet.
Joyce kept on walking, too. To
pay respect to her father and all of
the other soldiers who experienced
the horrors of Bataan.
“As a descendant of a POW/
Bataan Death March survivor, I can
say this experience forever changed
me,” she said. “I am grateful to
the men for the courage and the
perseverance it took to survive
such a horrific experience. It was
so moving participating in an event
that honored our loved ones who
suffered so much for our freedom.”
Crossing the finish line at the
memorial march, she said, was
both emotional and inspiring.
“It made me feel so patriotic
and honored to be a part of an
event that honored the real Bataan
Death March,” she said. “There
were several Bataan Death March
survivors there waiting to thank us
and shake our hands. The survivors
are the ones who made the
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sacrifice so I could even participate
is the event and they were there
thanking me? This was very
humbling. I am so very proud and
honored to be a member of and
associated with organizations such
as the Ladies Auxiliary and the
VFW, who sponsored this event.”
The memorial march has
forever changed her perspective.
“‘Battling Bastards of Bataan:
No mama, no papa, no Uncle Sam.’
These words have greater meaning
to me now more than ever. I
will never think the same about
the sacrifices made by soldiers,
both past and present, as I did
after participating in the Bataan
Memorial Death March.”
The end of Dick’s nightmare
came in 1945 in Japan, not long
after Hiroshima and Nagasaki
were struck with atomic bombs
and Japan surrendered to the
Allies. Dick, knowing nothing at
the time of nuclear warfare, saw
one of these supernova blasts from
his last prison camp.
Finally, he was rescued.
“Nurses! They were all over the
place, all in white,” he said. “I knew
I must be in heaven and these
nurses were angels, but this wasn’t
what I had been taught. Angels
didn’t look like these do. She was
whispering, ‘It’s all right, it’s all
right. This is a hospital ship.’”
“I had been found; all doubts
were erased. For three and onehalf years I had been lost in action,
but at last I had been found. It was
over!”
“Lost in Action,” Dick Bilyeu’s
compelling account of the Bataan
Death March and prison camp
internment, is available for
purchase at amazon.com and
barnesandnoble.com.
AC

