The Mark of an American

In 1994, we went to the | 3'|ai|:i|zn]|:|||t'.~'- in search of adventure, never I InIne that we

would meet the future of terrorism. H}' Cullen Thomas

15 English was almost perfect. As we passed a row

of low houses, a Filipino boy called me a “white

monkey,” calmly and hasefully,. He was young,

maybe 16, He had appeared out of nowhere and

was standing with his friend in front of us on 3
broken street in Isabela, the brooding capital of Basilan island.
“Why dhid vou come here?™ he asked.

M'l.' friend Che and | paused in the twilight. The town felt in-
timate, hushed with local secrets: below the poor vet placid ex-
:i:ri.-l:.hr smw.-l:hin; warted. “To ... to see the wland,” 1 stui-
tered. “It's beautiful here,” There was no way to explain what |
mieant, All che honest answers were the wrong ones.

What's so beautiful abour this?*” he demanded, pointing up
the streer. His face was vightening. *'Is this a zoo 1o vou?™

It was 1994, [ had been traveling in the Philippines for two
months and had gone down 1o Mindanao wiﬁihc vaguely
rIJII.'IJ.I'I!:iL' I'Iﬂlllhl'l I'JI- lk'IPIJIHH I.hlﬂl'ld.l dﬂl'ﬁ-n |.I'|1.' Sl.lll.l hr'. I:Ii.l.'ﬁl: I'
iglﬂ H.'l!il:n, I‘I.I:!llli:l. T.I“'.I"T.'I.'“-'i. ] kI'IE'“' .'I..IJD'I.It Ml.ﬂdll'lﬂ.l.'l.'b
f:iﬂ:\rl:: proud Moro tribes and their resistance o any avutiide
force, be they explorers sent by the Spanish croam, Amerncan
G5 or the Philippine government atself, We had been
warned from Manila to Cebu: Mindanao is lawless. A Russian
satlor had just been shot dead in :n:‘flmhqungJ; l'nnri.r;n:'rs had
been kidnapped. These islands of pirate and rebel intrigues
seemed to hold the promize of adventure. We wanted 1o see
'“'J‘:‘ e wuld FII'Id_

With the angry bov and his silent friend sull vrailing us, we
walked up 1o five government saldiers standing roadside. “Pal-
estine has been wronged,” the boy shoured. "You hate brown
p{up]:.“ | k{p] l;r:.-'i:n.g (5] T:;p@-nd, bt ks g.r'bn';m:e': and enimit-
¥ kept coming. The soldiers watching owr exchange said —
and did — nodhing. Iv was yust a boy atter all. “T want to go 1o
Amenica, find some shiny white boy and make ham hick my
boots,” he said, gewing in my face, We started salking 1o the
soldiers, hoping wo lose the kid's atention, because if we didn'r,
a fight was inevitable. I figured 1 could rake him our, even with
his friend there, but | was unnerved by how brazen he weas, asof
he knew he had unseen |!11'|p &g b".'

The saldiers asked our names and where we were from. Af-
ver giving them in turm, Che oked, 15 that 30 you can wdenti-
fy our bodies?"" With their hands on their M16's, they chuck-
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led. *It"s not so safe for you,” one of them suid -a'.]iu.l”.‘_.'. We
headed directly back to Casa Megretee, a small family pension
run '|_'|:|.' a sweet older F:ilipim:l narmed M. NtErﬂi:. It seermed
as |E |h: I:H:.]."s |'|.;|-|:| p;i'c{n. WP O Us, Evuk ju:.l a5 W Meac I'Jtd. 1_|-'||:-
front of Mrs, Megreoe’s, they rode up on 3 moped. The pug-
nacious kid jumped off and continued his tirade,

Being driven indoors by a 1é-year-old was humbling but also
frighrening. Mow [ was sure that wherever the boy was coming
from, he couldn’t be alone. His anger was oo pointed to be
random, too persistent 1o be an isolated fFII.'-I:ldt-

Al vou're u|]-L||1.11 15 hate — |1J-51 hate,” 1 fired back. “I'm
o ':'r.:|r||:|.||1;g| here lnd.]ut:nmgl.u it.” Twalked quickly into the
house, Sleep that night didn’t come easily. [ kept ir.l-:‘:-h.lng up at
the screen wandows 1o the balcony, 1|'|i.r.|kin;.; about what 1o do
if someone came for us. | eventually tell asleep, waking near
dawn to something that sounded like cthe call 1o praver.

The next morning, in the hot sun of the balcony, we met an-
other lodger, a Filipino journalist named Sveve Lim, and told
hirn about our run-in, “He wasn't just a boy,™ he said, “He
was a voung recruit of a violent group called Abu Sayyaf. Basi-
lan and Jolo are their home base.” It was the first time 1 had
heard of them. That would account for the boy’s pood Eng-
lish and his knowledge of world affairs and history, however
dis:nnfd i: Was: :hr CaUse q:-f F.'th.-s.l:i.n: and the i.-'.'ils. uf Iir.:.-!'
and “the West,”

“Their symbol is 3 man with a Koran in one hand and a2 gun
in the other,” Lim explained

Just then, Mrs. Megrete came upstairs. She was flustered.
Somebody had repearedly thrown rocks ar the house the nighs
before; she had been startled awake. She pleaded wath ws 1o
leave — not iu:l: her house but Basilan as well — for our own
good. “Please, go back to I.1r||'|.'r|.r:|:r|.|.';.1 Don't go outside for
breakfast. We are afraid lor vou."” Lim 1|:.,r:'-t|:|

We took the next baoat back across the Basilin Strait wo
Zamboanga, moving toward :afﬂ:}" Whatever access h-rlllg an
Amencan had afforded me in my cravels, it had doven me
from Basilan. There was no argument against the hatred we
had mien; there were only lines drawn, and | was the enemy.

The next day in Rio Hondo, a village of shacks suspended on
stilts absove the waters near Zamboanga, a worn but sturdy
Muslim man watched us from a wooden bridge with a hard
gaze. “Time to go home,” he whispered 1o us over his ciga-
retee, “Some people won't want you here."m




