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And there came a leper to him, beseeching him,  

and kneeling down to him, and saying unto him,  

If thou wilt, thou canst make me clean. 

Gospel of Mark 
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The Long Walk 

She had her orders.  

The route to Calumpit, where the 37th Infantry Division had dug in on its march south to 

Manilla, was fraught with danger. Along every road and footpath were regular Japanese 

checkpoints, where soldiers were known to strip women naked. The rivers were hustled by 

pirates in bancas and the swamps were teeming with ruffians and brigands hacking out survival 

on the outskirts of the war-tensed capital. And beyond Malolos, the Japanese were trading 

gunbursts with the Hukbalahaps, revolutionary peasant farmers who, like the Japs, would kill 

her without flinching. 

What worried Joey, too, was what was going on inside her body. 

Months had passed since her last dose of promin, and the unchecked leprosy had 

ravished her. Red sores had begun to rupture on her arms and back. She was just 27, but she 

fatigued quickly now. The headaches were frequent and crushing. 

The 40 miles to Calumpit would be 40 miles of hell. She decided to go to confession first. 

When she was right with God, the guerillas taped the thick mine-field map between 

Joey’s shoulder blades. The woman with the doctor husband and the charmed upbringing got 

dressed in the tattered clothes of a peasant, covered some of her wounds with noticeable 

bandages, and slung a bedroll over her shoulders like a backpack. 

If she was caught, the Japanese would have to overcome the fear of leprosy, of 

damnation, of death, to get her map. 
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Overview 

In 1944, as World War II raged in the Pacific, a young, vivacious Filipino woman named 

Josefina Guerrero was swept up in the underground guerilla movement in Manilla. The 

convent-educated girl who loved reading poetry and listening to Chopin and Beethoven became 

one of the most reliable and courageous spies for the United States in the Pacific Theater, putting 

her life at risk for no reward but to help the Americans oust the Japanese occupiers from her 

homeland. She stalked through the woods, mapping machine-gun turrets around Manila Bay and 

delivering the maps to the U.S. so Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s troops knew where to drop bombs. 

She penetrated Japanese munitions holdings and alerted underground leaders. She secreted food 

and medicine to U.S. prisoners of war being tortured and starved in internment camps. 

When the Army began advancing south toward the key strategic Japanese stronghold of 

Manila, the underground learned that the Japanese had sown land-mines across a route the U.S. 

planned to take. Guerillas needed someone to trek 40 miles through enemy territory with a 

corrected map showing where the mines were located. There was only one volunteer: Josefina 

Guerrero, lovingly known to U.S. soldiers by then as, simply, Joey. 

Why would a five foot tall, 100-pound woman just 27 years old risk her life on a mission 

so perilous?  

You have to click back a few years. She lost both her parents when she was young and 

had been raised and educated by Roman Catholic nuns in a convent where many privileged 

children went to school. She had married a well-respected doctor from a family of doctors and 

had given birth to a beautiful, light-skinned girl. She had then fallen ill with a mysterious 

sickness. 
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The diagnosis came in 1941, weeks before the bombing of Pearl Harbor would suck 

America into a costly war. Joey had Leprosy. 

An infectious disease typically found in tropical climates, leprosy causes disfiguring skin 

sores, muscle weakness and nerve damage in the hands and feet. The disease causes plaques, and 

avalanches of excess skin, manufactured by the dermis through some trifling but persistent error 

in its metabolic instructions, expand and slowly migrate across the body, like moss on a rock. 

Leprosy is rare and easily treatable now, but for hundreds of years it was considered the most 

feared of all diseases. Nearly all of Leviticus 13 is God’s instruction to Moses on what to do with 

someone who has leprosy, someone “unclean.” “The name of the disease, spiritually speaking, is 

Humiliation,” John Updike once wrote. 

It was worse than that in some places. In China, for example, victims of leprosy were cast 

out of towns and villages and forced into putrid walled enclaves so bad that some chose to kill 

themselves rather than enter one. In the 19th century, a mandarin invited all people with leprosy 

to a feast, locked them inside the room and set fire to the building. In 1937, Chinese military 

authorities executed 50 leprosy victims and burned their village. In Judeo-Christian countries, the 

disease took on a moral dimension equating illness with punishment for sins, so “lepers” were 

labelled “unclean” both physically and spiritually. 

Mycobacterium leprea, the bacterium that causes leprosy, had been discovered less than 

50 years before Joey contracted the disease, but doctors were making huge strides in the 

treatment of leprosy in the United States. Until doctors began trying out sulphone drugs in the 

U.S. in the 1940s, the only treatment of any repute was chaulmoogra oil, an ancient Asian 

remedy so unpalatable that Western doctors refused to take it seriously.  
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In 1941, the disease still carried the ancient biblical stigma of being highly 

communicable. Filipinos with leprosy were ostracized or shipped off to awful forgotten colonies 

or forced to walk around ringing a bell to warn others. The living dead, they were called. 

Joey’s doctor husband was aware of new research that showed leprosy wasn’t as 

contagious as once thought. He also knew of new and useful treatments for the disease, a cocktail 

of drugs that had arrested cases in the United States. He sought to keep his wife’s affliction 

secret while he treated her privately. But the Japanese invasion in 1942 left the new drugs in 

short supply. Due to the stress of the invasion and the absence of medicine, Joey’s leprosy went 

rampant and was no longer secret. Plaques grew on her arms and back. She was forced to say 

goodbye to her husband and young daughter for their own safety. Her sacrifice, she’d later write, 

made her “die a thousand deaths.” 

With no family and no home, Joey had nothing else to lose. She wrote often that she 

figured she was dying by degrees, so why not do some good on the way down? She joined the 

underground and began working for the Allied Intelligence Bureau. She’d call her work during 

the next three years “my quiet war.” 

Gertrude Hornbostel, wife of Army Maj. Hans Hornbostel, would credit Joey directly 

with saving the lives of thousands of internees at Santo Tomas, the makeshift Japanese prison. 

Ironically, her disease proved useful to a spy: the Japanese were culturally terrified of 

leprosy and often refused to search her when they noticed her sores. She carried secret messages 

in her hair and under bandages. She carted maps in hollowed out fruits and between two pairs of 

socks. And when U.S. rained hell on Manila, she went to work treating wounded soldiers on the 

battlefield, running food and supplies to the healthy and burying the dead. 
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Her valor earned her a medallion from Cardinal Francis Spellman, Archbishop of New 

York, for “Christian fortitude and concern for fellow sufferers,” and the Medal of Freedom with 

Silver Palm from the United States government, the highest decoration a civilian could receive. 

She showed “more courage than that of a soldier on the field of battle,” said Maj. Gen. George F. 

Moore, commander of American troops in the Philippines. 

But the honors could not heal leprosy.  

When the carnage had ceased and many friendly troops left, a group of Jesuits found her 

a little room in the ruins of war-torn Manila. There she helped other refugees, giving them food 

and gifts sent to her by indebted American soldiers and Catholic friends. She was soon ousted 

from there, as well, when rumor of her disease spread. A Catholic priest scrambled to find her a 

home, but his options were soon exhausted. He drove Joey to Novaliches, a leper colony where, 

he later wrote: “Such another God-and-man-forsaken places as that Novaliches leprosarium I 

hope to never see.” It included a cluster of frame houses in the midst of a field of tall sawgrass. 

The butt-ends of humanity squatted on the ground or lay in bed, rotting. The place reeked and the 

victims displayed open sores without proper medicine or bandages. There was little food and no 

disinfectant.  

“Father,” Joey said, “how do you like my convent?” 

Joey’s story may have ended there, amidst the dank suffering of outcasts on a decimated 

Pacific island. But this was no way to treat a heroine who had risked her life to save untold 

numbers of U.S. soldiers. In the States, Joey’s friends launched an effort to rescue her from 

Novaliches and bring her to Carville, Louisiana, where the Navy operated a state-of-the-art 
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leprosorium which was treating nearly 400 patients with what was then being called Hansen’s 

Disease. 

There was one problem: Immigration laws banned the entry of leprosy victims into the 

country, and the U.S. had never before granted a visa to a foreigner with leprosy. 

Then ensued a political battle that would last years and involve clergy, parishioners, 

newspaper columnists who went to bat time and again for “Little Joey,” and politicians who 

wouldn’t give up the cause. TIME magazine editorialized in favor of her coming to the States. 

Even Harry Truman knew Josefina Guerrero’s name. Finally, with public pressure boiling in 

1948, Attorney General Tom Clark granted Joey entry into the country. The New York Times 

carried the news in the A section. 

SAN FRANCISCO -- Josefina Guerrero, Filipino war heroine, arrived in America today 

to receive a strange reward. 

After bands played her national anthem and army officers and dignitaries stood at 

attention, she walked down the gangplank to be sent in a special plane to a Louisiana hospital 

for treatment for leprosy. 

About 300 persons saw the 30-year-old winner of the United States Medal of Freedom 

almost overwhelmed by the greeting. All she could say was: “This is more than I expected.” Her 

arms were full of flowers and gifts. 

Some of those who met her were soldiers she had aided when they were imprisoned by 

the Japanese in the Philippines. Others were members of lay and religious groups who helped 

gain her a curious distinction, the first foreign victim of leprosy ever allowed to enter this 

country for treatment. 
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She soon boarded a plane for New Orleans, then an ambulance for Carville, Louisiana, a 

tiny town on the Mississippi, the place she’d call home for the next 10 years, the place that 

would cure her and send her into a country still not ready to fully accept someone with a 

misunderstood disease like leprosy. 

Her battle for life was just beginning.  

The treatment at Carville worked and her disease was arrested. She left Carville in 1958 

and found tentative sanctuary in Southern California, but she had trouble shaking the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service. Again and again, Joey humbly faced down the cold 

bureaucracy’s attempts to deport her with the help of friends who recognized her contributions to 

the war, and to humanity.  

Joey also struggled to keep a job due to the social stigma and her celebrity as a victim of 

Hansen’s Disease. She eventually decided that the only way to find freedom was to disappear. 

She legally changed her name from Josefina Guerrero to Joey Leaumax, moved to Washington, 

D.C., and worked for 17 years as an usher at the Kennedy Center, where she could hear her 

favorite classical music whenever she wanted. Her obituary in the Washington Post in 1996 

listed no known survivors. Nor was there any mention of her World War II service, her Medal of 

Freedom, or her time at Carville. She had left the past behind completely, and she died in 

solitude. 

The incredible, true story of Joey Guerrero has never been told in full. Her heroics during 

the war and the home-front effort to bring her to America -- to save her life -- faded from the 

newspapers and from our collective memory. Hell, she doesn’t even have an entry on Wikipedia. 

I want to bring Joey back to life. 
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The first I heard of Joey’s story was in anecdote form on WUNC’s radio program “The 

Story,” in which a doctor at Carville called up a few sentences about her to explain how different 

cultures regarded leprosy. I was enthralled by just those few sentences. The mountain of 

information I’ve uncovered since then has been surprising and inspirational. 

I have done extensive and exclusive research into Joey’s life and find it shocking that this 

WWII hero has not been given serious biographical treatment. The story of her sacrifice is 

compelling, and so is the parallel story of her role in changing the perception of leprosy in the 

United States. Carville is still open, still treating victims of Hansen’s Disease in residence, those 

who have been granted permission to live the rest of their lives in that isolated haven.  

My career as an award-winning enterprise reporter for one of the best newspapers in the 

U.S. has given me valuable experience in digging up historical records and sources to help tell 

Joey’s story. I’ve got one 70,000-word biography under my belt in GRANDMA GATEWOOD’S 

WALK: THE INSPIRING STORY OF THE WOMAN WHO SAVED THE APPALACHIAN 

TRAIL (Chicago Review Press, 2014). It seems fitting that I follow that book with the true tale 

of another forgotten woman who did incredible things. 

In THE LEPER SPY, I’ll draw on the wealth of newspaper articles about Joey, the 

mountain of her correspondence that has been saved, historical newsreels and interviews with her 

surviving relatives and those who knew her at Carville, to fully tell her story. 

I’ll retrace her intrepid journey from Manila to Calumpit to deliver the map that saved 

thousands of U.S. lives. I’ll track down foreign newspaper accounts of her time in and around 

Manila, working to improve conditions at the leprosarium at Novaliches. I’ll find friends she 

knew late in life, when she had recreated herself as a human, not a human with leprosy. 
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THE LEPER SPY will appeal to an enormous audience. The 39 million women who 

identify themselves as avid readers will find inspiration in Joey’s strength and triumph. 

America’s 77 million baby boomers, a group that spends more than $300 billion a year in 

discretionary income, will find in Joey a relatable WWII heroine. The 23.5 million subscribers to 

AARP Magazine will remember the world-wide news event that was Joey’s immigration to the 

United States. The success of WWII-era books like Robert M. Edsel’s THE MONUMENTS 

MEN (Center Street, 2009), Stephen E. Ambrose’s BAND OF BROTHERS (Simon & Schuster, 

2001) and Laura Hillenbrand’s UNBROKEN (Random House, 2010) suggest there’s a healthy 

appetite for this genre of narrative nonfiction. 

 The book will also attract armchair historians who tune into the History and the 

Discovery Channel, which draw some 2.46 million prime-time viewers a week; BIO Channel, 

available in 60 million homes, which prominently features stories about daring female 

adventurers; and those who watch the National Geographic Channel, available in nearly 70 

million US homes. It will also find an audience with the 34 million people per week who tune 

into National Public Radio, which has an affinity for amazing true stories like this. The 1.2 

million WWII veterans still living will no doubt appreciate Joey’s story. So will the nearly 2 

million Filipino immigrants living in the United States today. 

  

 THE LEPER SPY can be compared to Laura Hillenbrand’s UNBROKEN, A WORLD 

WAR II STORY OF SURVIVAL, RESILIENCE, AND REDEMPTION (Random House, 
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2010), because it is indeed an incredible story of survival. But its central character is an afflicted, 

unsung woman with a load of difficulties beyond the war zone.  

It will share similarities with Tom Brokaw’s THE GREATEST GENERATION (Random 

House, 1998), but will stick tightly to the narrative of one woman -- an immigrant, no less -- who 

had to fight for years against a government that welcomed Brokaw’s heroes home with open 

arms. 

Another similar tale is THE BOOK THIEF, by Markus Zusak (Knopf, 2006). Set at the 

same time, in different parts of the world, both stories share as a main character a young, 

educated female who wages a unique war to help democracy survive. THE BOOK THIEF is a 

novel, of course, and THE LEPER SPY will diverge by providing greater context on military 

action in the Pacific Theater and the history of a stigmatized disease. 

 

My first book, GRANDMA GATEWOOD’S WALK: THE INSPIRING STORY OF 

THE WOMAN WHO SAVED THE APPALACHIAN TRAIL, a New York Times bestseller, has 

been praised by hikers, conservationists and reviewers alike. “In a perfect world, Grandma 

Gatewood’s Walk will hit the shelves with high praise and great acclaim,” wrote Bill Perkins for 

PASTE Magazine. “Readers deserve to have gems like this presented with fanfare.” “There 

wasn't a single word out of place,” wrote Jason Hiner for Medium, “and there were brilliant 

sentences that I savored by reading them again and again.” The book was one of 12 selected for 

National Geographic’s Ultimate Summer Reading List and earned mentions and reviews in 

many newspapers and magazines like Sports Illustrated and Maclean’s. 
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To promote THE LEPER SPY, I’ll lean hard on the contacts I’ve made doing publicity 

for my first book, and friends I’ve made in my 14-year journalism career, through numerous 

speaking engagements and through my narrative journalism blog, Gangrey.com, which averages 

more than 10,000 unique visitors a month and is a regular virtual hangout for renowned 

journalists such as Esquire columnist Charles P. Pierce, author of IDIOT AMERICA 

(Doubleday, 2009); Washington Post syndicated columnist and two-time Pulitzer Prize winner 

Gene Weingarten, author of THE FIDDLER IN THE SUBWAY (Simon & Schuster, 2010); and 

Washington Post national enterprise editor and Pulitzer Prize winner David Finkel, author of 

THE GOOD SOLDIERS (Sarah Crichton Books, 2009), among others. 

I’ll exploit contacts on social media, where I have more than 1,500 Facebook friends and 

4,500 Twitter followers. I’ll help get the book excerpted in niche publications like Military 

magazine and Military History Monthly. 

Seventy years have passed since Joey Guerrero risked her neck to help the United States. 

It’s high time she takes her place among the heroes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 



 

 

 

 

 

Annotated Table of Contents 

 

Chapter One: The Walking Dead 

The book opens in the Spring of 1944, with Josefina Guerrero on the streets of Manila, 

trying to find a home. Having recently discovered she has leprosy and without access to modern 

medicine due to the Japanese occupation, she must leave her husband and young daughter and go 

into seclusion. She finds a doctor willing to treat her, but the only medicine to be found is for 

sale on the black market and prices are exorbitant. The untreated leprosy begins to ravage Joey’s 

body, leaving open sores. She is disgraced and must hide, lest she be sent to a horrendous leper 

colony in Novaliches. 

 

Chapter Two: War Bears Down 

As August approaches, the U.S. is moving closer to exacting revenge on the Japanese in 

the Philippines. It had been two years since the barbaric forced transfer by the Imperial Japanese 

Army of 60,000 American and Filipino prisoners of war, in which thousands of prisoners died 

walking some 80 miles to Camp O’Donnell. The deadly operation, which came to be known as 

the Bataan Death March, was just hitting the news in the U.S., and citizens were outraged. But 
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the U.S. needed assistance on the ground and commanders were frequently relying on Filipino 

guerilla fighters for help. 

Joey is invited to join the underground after a leader sees her defend herself against an 

assault by drunken Japanese soldiers. She is quickly given her first mission: to map Japanese 

fortifications on the Manila waterfront. She penetrates the protected region again and again, 

despite the warnings of friends. She nearly gets caught at a party she was invited to at the heavily 

fortified university compound where the Japanese had established a headquarters. 

We’ll dip into her childhood here to tell about the deaths of her parents, her education in 

a convent and her idolatry of Joan of Arc, the young martyr.  

 

Chapter Three: Rain Hell 

Joey’s mapping pays off that December when U.S. bombers start destroying the targets 

she has marked. But she is now being shadowed by Japanese military police. The situation is so 

perilous that she goes into hiding. 

Late one night, she’s lying in bed and hears something outside. She rushes to the window 

and sees a Japanese officer’s car. She’s scared and cowers in the shadows until she realizes it’s 

her associate in the underground and a commanding officer with the 11th Airborne Division. The 

two ask Joey to hide a load of explosives tucked inside spare tires. Over the next few weeks, the 

tires are used by the underground to blow up key Japanese fortresses. 

 

Chapter Four: The Long Walk 
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By January, 1945, the U.S. Army units that had landed at Lingayen to the north were 

pushing south toward Manilla, preparing for a violent assault on the city. The underground 

furnished them with a map showing the locations of land mines and tank traps. They also showed 

a wide sector free of mines, but spies had learned that the Japanese had recently planted many 

new mines in that area. They needed someone to carry a new map through enemy territory before 

American foot soldiers plowed headlong into a trap. Joey volunteers, and walks 50 perilous miles 

with the map taped to her back. The new information changes the Americans’ course of attack. 

 

Chapter Five: Assault on Manilla 

Joey enters Manilla with the 37th Infantry Division from the north as U.S. troops 

surrounded the city. The fighting is intense, the bloodshed everywhere. The Battle of Manila 

would last a month and more than 100,000 people would die, a death toll comparable to the 

firebombing of Tokyo or the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. Through the machine gun fire and 

crash of shells walks Joey, like an angel of mercy, binding the wounds of the injured and closing 

the eyes of the dead. Witnesses say she walked erect and alone through the fire, seemingly 

oblivious to the chaos breaking around her.  

We detail the battle and Joey’s efforts through the eyes of soldiers and other witnesses. 

 

Chapter Six: Ruins 

When the fighting is over, Joey has nothing. Her temporary home has been destroyed. 

She’d experienced a lung hemorrhage. The leprosy is spreading. She moves into the bombed-out 

laboratories of a local university and continues nursing wounded soldiers and the homeless 
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Filipinos. She shares her secret with a friend, who in turn tells the military police. Fearful she’ll 

be made to leave, she calls for help from a priest, Father Forbes Monaghan, who goes to work 

finding her a place to live. The only possible place is the leprosorium at Novaliches, a dank 

hellhole. Monaghan drives her there, blesses her and departs. 

 

Chapter Seven: Novaliches 

The stories of Joey Guerrero trickle back to the United States as she goes to work 

improving conditions at Novaliches. Joey gets the help of a friend, Baby Quezon, daughter of the 

first Philippine President Manuel Luis Quezon. The two bring the horrid conditions at 

Novaliches to the attention of the news media, which launches a muckraking series criticizing 

the government for neglect at the hospital. The public responds by demanding action and the 

government obliges, hiring new staff and building new structures. Several months later, an 

update in the press shows conditions greatly improved. 

Meanwhile, Joey corresponds with friends in the U.S., who are pressing the federal 

government to allow Joey access to the leprosorium at Carville, La. We’ll relate the history of 

Carville, how it turned from abandoned antebellum sugar plantation to a cutting-edge hospital for 

leprosy patients. 

 

Chapter Eight: Welcome 

Joey comes to Carville. This chapter is included in full in this proposal. 

 

Chapter Nine: Life at Carville 
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Joey adjusts to life at Carville. She starts writing columns as part of the staff at The Star, 

a monthly magazine put out by patients to educate the public about Hansen’s Disease. She 

befriends The Star’s editor, Stanley Stein, who gets Joey on national television and radio and 

uses her story to educate many about the disease. She meets Gertrude Hornbostel, a patient who 

contracted leprosy as a prisoner of war in Manilla, and her husband, Maj. Hans Hornbostel, who 

survived the Bataan Death March and used the power of the press to convince the government to 

let him live at Carville with his ill wife. There are rapid changes in Carville in the 1940s with 

major advances in the treatment of leprosy. Joey undergoes therapy and takes care of the 

child-victims of Hansen’s Disease, filling in as their mother. 

But she knows her residency situation is precarious. Memories of heroism and WWII is 

dimming on Capitol Hill. Beyond Washington, though, folk haven’t forgotten. When Joey sends 

a check to New York for a correspondence course at a Fifth Avenue fashion school, the check is 

returned with a note: “Because of your wonderful service to your own government as well as the 

United States, we are extending to you a scholarship in the Home Study Division …” 

 

Chapter Ten: What’s Left Behind 

Joey corresponds with her husband and daughter in Manilla, but it soon becomes clear 

that they have no chance of ever being a family again. Joey doesn’t want to return to the islands. 

Hard feelings develop. The correspondence slows, then stops. She divorces her husband, Renato. 

The daughter will search for details of her mother’s life into old age. Joey, meanwhile, begins to 

enjoy a new relationship with a Vietnamese patient, Alec Lau. 
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Chapter 11: Let Her Stay 

Joey’s temporary visa expires and bureaucrats from the INS seek to have her deported. 

The move is so shocking it makes newspapers across the country, including the New York Times. 

Several newspaper columnists take up Joey’s cause, as does a congressman from Louisiana, who 

files a bill to grant her permanent residency. But the stigma is still strong. Some protest, writing 

letters to the editor supporting the effort to send her home. Ultimately, she’s issued an extension, 

but her future forced removal hovers. She marries Alec Lau, a citizen, in an attempt to get 

permanent residency. 

 

Chapter 12: Goodbye 

Alec and Joey leave Carville and all their friends and head to Southern California to try to 

make a living in the outside world. This is rare, as many with Hansen’s Disease wind up 

institutionalized and afraid of how they’ll be received in a society still biased against the afflicted 

and misinformed about transmission possibilities. Joey runs into those misperceptions when she 

is fired from a job because she’s honest about her disease. She finds another at Levi Strauss, 

working as a secretary, and again, her coworkers learn who she is and express concern. The CEO 

of the company stands up for her, however, and keeps her on. When life is looking up, another 

letter comes from the INS. An agent wants her to report to his office. She’s scared she’s finally 

being deported and fires off a flurry of letters to friends with influence. The campaign to help the 

war hero rages again. 

 

Chapter 13: Gone 
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The stigma of leprosy has cost Joey so much. She needs to shed her old life if she wants 

to be free. So, after her new husband dies, Joey legally changes her name from Josefina Guerrero 

to Joey Leaumax. She earns a bachelor’s degree from San Francisco State University and then a 

masters in Spanish literature from Middlebury College. She joins the Peace Corps and teaches 

children in Nigeria, Colombia and El Salvador. In 1977, she moves to Washington, D.C., and 

takes a job as an usher at the Kennedy Center. She’d always dreamed of living in a place where 

she could hear classical music whenever she wanted.  
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Sample Chapter 

 

CARVILLE, La. 

July 11, 1948 

 

The patients, thirty or forty of them, woke before sunrise and gathered in their pajamas in 

front of the old plantation, under the live oaks dripping Spanish moss. They were joined by 

several of the Daughters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul, the butterfly nuns, plainly dressed in 

their gray habits and tall white cornettes. The newsmen showed up, too, one from the Associated 

Press and one from the Times-Picayune in New Orleans. They stood in the moonlight, smoking 

cigarettes and chatting and waiting, as the bull frogs croaked on the banks of the Mississippi 

River across the two-lane highway. 

Carville’s newest patient was due any minute. They didn’t want to miss it. 

When the inky black began to give way to the blue-gray haze of morning, they saw 

headlights swing around a bend. She was finally here. 

Inside the car, Josefina Guerrero took a few deep breaths. She was still clutching an 

air-sickness bag and trying to hold down the nausea from her flight. 

The driver spoke up. 

“Here we are, Joey,” he said. “This is Carville.” 

At last. 
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She had just turned 30 years old, and she had woken up with the same wish she’d made 

when she’d turned 29, 28 and 27: Let this be the day when she’d be cured, when the disease that 

lived inside her would be arrested so she could enjoy a real life. 

Now, halfway around the world, past thickets of red tape, she was closer than ever.  

Her journey was long. She’d come by ship, the USAT General John Pope, from Manila to 

San Francisco, where she was welcomed by more than 300 soldiers, men whose lives she had 

saved and men she had nursed to health after the Battle of Manila. They cheered when she 

stepped off the gangplank, flashbulbs bursting and reporters scribbling in their notebooks. 

Though the San Francisco doctor who examined her after the landing called her disease 

“advanced,” the soldiers hugged her neck and stuck bouquets of roses in her arms and kissed her 

cheeks. The courage she had shown during the war won her the adoration of brave men. 

The scene was too much for the 30-year-old spy with curly black hair who wore her 

Medal of Freedom pinned to her blouse. She stood just five feet tall and weighed 100 pounds, 

but she seemed larger than life. 

“This is more than I expected,” she told the press. 

The reporters didn’t miss the significance of this defining moment. A newspaper man 

named John Chestnutt wrote in the San Francisco Call Bulletin, “In other places and other, less 

enlightened times, there would have been no such welcome. Instead of being greeted she would 

have been, quite wrongly, shunned because of her illness.” 

After the celebration, she caught an Air Force plane to New Orleans, falling ill from 

nausea, and then ducked into an ambulance for the 75-mile trip to Carville. She rolled down the 

window and felt the cool rush of wind against her face as they sped past rows of tidy houses and 
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palmettos and zinnias on well-kept lawns. She saw the lights of downtown New Orleans and the 

black expanse of the mighty Mississippi and the cypress swamps thick with life. 

“This is America,” she thought. 

She felt like she was finally waking from a bad dream and standing on the threshold of a 

new life as rural Louisiana blurred by outside the window. 

When the ambulance stopped in front of the clinic at Carville and the door swung open, 

the patients began to cheer. One of them forced a sheaf of ferns and red roses into Josefina’s 

arms as a flashbulb lit the night. The photograph captured a woman wearing red lipstick on a 

giant smile. 

“Welcome, Joey,” said Stanley Stein, a blind man who was editor of the patient 

newspaper. “Welcome to Carville.” 

Joey was smiling, but nervous. 

“Thank you so much for the flowers,” she said. 

One of the nuns took her arm and led her down a long porch and then a quiet corridor and 

to a room with “13” painted on the door. Joey giggled when she saw it. 

At the window was a runner of red, yellow and blue wool and on it were woven the 

words: WELCOME JOEY. The room was filled with flowers. On a tray beside the bed sat a 

breakfast of grapefruit, warm toast and drip coffee. Joey couldn’t stop smiling. 

She took a shower and changed clothes and the nurse guided her into a spring bed with 

clean sheets -- both rare luxuries back at Novaliches -- and fluffed the pillows around her. She 

then opened the door for the newspapermen who had been waiting. Joey answered all their 
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questions the best she could. The Associated Press dispatch would run in papers across the 

country under the headline: HEROINE AT LEPROSARIUM. 

Mrs. Josefina Guerrero, who was known as Joey to the 

countless G.I.’s she helped fight the Japanese in her native 

Philippines, arrived at the Carville National Leprosarium here 

today. She is the first foreigner ever to be accepted as a patient. 

Mrs. Guerrero’s journey to Carville had a dramatic 

touch early today. The plane carrying her from San Francisco 

hovered for 45 minutes over Harding Field at Baton Rouge, 

unable to land because of fog. It flew finally to New Orleans 

where a Carville ambulance met the heroine and brought her to 

the hospital here.  

Mrs. Guerrero was permitted to enter the United States 

only after a special ruling from Attorney General Tom Clark. 

She was earlier unable to get a visa to leave Manila because the 

United States immigration laws ban the entry of lepers into this 

country. 

When the reporters left and Joey was finally alone, she inspected her surroundings. There 

was a ceiling fan and wall fan, a wash basin with hot and cold taps, a rocking chair, a dresser 

with a mirror, window blinds to shut out the sun. She was amazed. What comfort and luxury. But 

a sense of sadness crept in when she remembered Novaliches and her friends back home. If only 

there was a place like Carville in Manila. She fell asleep with those thoughts. 
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When she woke, one of the sisters told her she had several phone calls to return. Joey was 

escorted down a long covered walkway, past rows of bicycles, to the canteen, where a hushed 

quiet fell over the crowd when she walked in. 

“This is Joey,” said the man escorting her. 

“Hello, Joey,” one of the patients said. 

“Welcome, Joey,” said another. 

This was followed by a chorus of greetings from the patients. The ice was broken. 

Suddenly everyone was trying to help her. 

“It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” someone asked. “Would you like a cold drink?” 

“Dr. Pepper? Seven Up? Root beer?” someone else said. 

“Ice cream, maybe?” said another. 

In less than a minute, she had two dozen new friends. 

Her escort showed Joey to the telephone booth where she returned calls to even more 

reporters, patiently answering their questions. She was quickly becoming a darling of the news 

media. A radio show host from WWL New Orleans showed up and broadcast an interview with 

Joey from Carville. TIME Magazine ran a two-page spread on the fight to bring her to the United 

States. Her photograph appeared in the New York Times.  

Her celebrity, under the circumstances, was unprecedented. Not long before, Americans 

wanted nothing to do with victims of leprosy. In fact, the hospital at Carville itself was the 

product of a fearful, uninformed public trying to deal with a “leper problem,” as reporters called 

it. 
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“Leprosy is dreaded most of all diseases, not because it kills, but because it leaves alive; 

not for its pain -- though painful at times, the loss of pain and tactile sensation is dreaded more,” 

wrote Dr. Ernest Muir, a medical missionary among Bengal leprosy victims. “Mask face, 

unclosing eyes, slavering mouth, claw-hands and limping feet; or even worse, beetling brows, 

stuffed nose, ulcerating legs, and painful eyes drawing on towards blindness.” 

Americans thought of leprosy as a disease that happened elsewhere, in another country, 

another time. It was a nightmarish relic and the afflicted seemed almost inhuman. So, in cases in 

which Americans contracted leprosy, the general sentiment was to ostracize the victim. 

The case of John Ruskin Early, an American patriot, serves as a shining example of that 

national attitude. Early hailed from the Appalachian Mountains of North Carolina and he served 

as a private in the 5th United States Infantry during the Spanish-American war. He saw action in 

Cuba, where he contracted what he thought was malaria, before being sent with his unit to the 

Philippines. He quit the Army to marry a girl, went to work back home in a pulp mill, and soon 

fell ill from chemicals to which he was exposed. In August 1908, no longer well enough to work, 

early decided to travel to Washington, D.C., to seek his claim for a war pension. But his 

condition puzzled the medical authorities in the nation’s capital. Soon, they claimed to have 

discovered the leprosy bacteria in a skin sample they’d removed from his red and puffy face. 

Early was immediately quarantined to a tent in a marshy spot on the Potomac River, where he 

awaited his fate. 

No one knew what to do with Early. To send him back home to North Carolina violated 

the contagious diseases acts of 1890 and 1893. Early’s wife campaigned for his release, writing 

to President Taft and eminent leprologists, including the Norwegian physician Armauer Hansen, 
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who first discovered Mycobacterium leprae, the intracellular bacterium that causes leprosy. Her 

vigorous effort came to the attention of a New York City dermatologist who traveled to 

Washington to visit Early in 1909. The New York City Health Department didn’t regard leprosy 

as so contagious as to require segregation, so the dermatologist arranged to treat Early in the city. 

Early was bundled into a boxcar with a Salvation Army medic who was instruction to destroy all 

eating and drinking utensils early touched and to make sure Early wore rubber gloves at all 

times. Once in New York, doctors could find no trace of the leprosy bacillus in Early’s skin 

samples. He was soon cleared to leave on his own. He moved with his family to Virginia and 

found work on a farm, but when he returned to Washington to collect his pension, he was 

arrested and quarantined to the same tent he had lived in before. A spate of legal action followed 

and he was again sealed in a boxcar and returned to New York. More troubling than his disease 

was Early notoriety. The newspapers were up in arms.  

Early and his family had nowhere to settle openly, so they fled to the West Coast and 

tried to make a home in Tacoma, Washington, but their secret was soon out and the locals threw 

fits about their new neighbors. The U.S. Surgeon General quarantined Early to Port Townsend, 

Washington, where he stayed less than a year before going on the lam. Early had hatched a plan 

to protest his mistreatment. He secretly travelled back to the East Coast via Canada and, using 

the alias E.J. Watson, checked into one of Washington’s most posh hotels, the Willard, where 

several senators and representatives and diplomats were staying. When the city’s chief medical 

inspector learned where Early was staying, he sprinted over and found Early talking to a gaggle 

of newspaper reporters. 
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“I knew that if I mingled among the well-to-do and the rich and exposed them to 

contagion,” he told them, “that they would arise out of self-protection and further my plan for a 

national home.” 

He was right. Congress went into a tizzy. One congressman said Early wandering freely 

about the country was “worse than turning loose a band of murderers.” Another proposed 

banishing Early and the other victims to an Alaskan island. Early’s plan had worked and a 

national leprosarium was suddenly part of the political agenda, but it would be situated far from 

remote Alaska. 

In 1909, when John Early was dominating the headlines, a survey of leprosy in the 

United States found 139 cases in fourteen states. Fifty of them were in Louisiana, more than 

double the number from any other state. 

Leprosy was first identified in Louisiana in the 1760s, and it was believed the disease 

arrived during the slave trade or was brought south by the French-speaking Acadians ousted 

from Nova Scotia by the British in the second half of the 18th century. Those labeled lepers were 

mostly exiled to designated colonies or settlements, the largest of which was located at lower 

Bayou Lafourche, in the swamplands southwest of New Orleans. They lived a miserable 

existence amid the mosquitoes and alligators of the blackwater swamps. And sometimes they 

migrated to the cities. In the late 1800s, a considerable number had moved to New Orleans and 

were mixing freely with the healthy population. This was a source of robust consternation for 

those not afflicted. 

Like everywhere else, the New Orleans medical community held conflicting views of 

leprosy. It was infectious and contagious. It was hereditary and inoculable. 
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In the 1890s, a New Orleans dermatologist named Isadore Dyer began trying to bring 

leprosy into the framework of science and medicine. 

“Leprosy has always stood as the example of the most fearful of human afflictions,” he 

wrote. “The Biblical estimate of the disease has created a popular horror which even down to 

modern times has placed the leper as a pariah and a person condemned by his state to 

abandonment. It must be classed among the contagious diseases, not as contagious as 

tuberculosis or syphilis, but still a menace of no mean importance, when it is considered that its 

spread is as constant as it is insidious and that its evidences are more horrible than most known 

diseases.” 

Dyer favored segregation as much for the protection of the healthy from the leprosy 

victims as to protect the “lepers” from the healthy. He was critical of the keeper of a “pest 

house” for leprosy patients in New Orleans. A muckraking young journalist from the Daily 

Picayune wrote a series of articles in the 1890s exposing horrible conditions at the place. The 

series and Dyer’s preaching finally convinced the state legislature of the need to form a State 

Board of Control for the Leper Home to find a permanent site for a new colony where patients 

could live.  

The idea was to isolate them and also provide treatment and nursing by those willing. But 

no sooner was a site selected, no matter how remote, than protest raged against it. The 

commission thought it had secured a fine site in Fort Livingston, on the shores of Lake 

Pontchartrain, twenty miles from the nearest house. But as soon as it was announced, those who 

lived around the lake raised holy hell. They complained that waste runoff and hospital debris 
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would wash up on their shores and spread the disease. The “leper commission” buckled under 

the pressure and started its search anew. 

The commission soon set its sights on an abandoned sugar plantation on the Mississippi 

River called Indian Camp, in Iberville Parish, not far from a prosperous town called White 

Castle. The ruse to the locals was that the 337-acre plantation was being converted into an 

ostrich farm and the commission quietly transformed the dilapidated ante-bellum mansion into a 

hospital and the slave quarters into dormitories for the new patients. The plantation had room for 

100 lepers.  

After dark on November 31, 1984, seven of the ten inmates at the pest house were loaded 

onto carts and driven to the New Orleans wharf, where Dyer and a few journalist were waiting. 

The group climbed aboard a coal barge and a tug started churning north on the black Mississippi 

toward India Camp. 

They couldn’t keep the plan secret for 24 hours. As soon as the sun came up, the 

ten-year-old son of the local postmaster rode his pony to the top of the levee to catch sight of the 

ostriches that were supposed to be coming. 

“Lordy, Lordy, little boss,” said his companion, an elderly black man. “Them’s no 

ostriches -- them’s sick folks!” 

When locals finally figured out what was going on, they protested vigorously, signing a 

petition and threatening violence. But it was too late. The Louisiana Leper Home opened in 

1894, the first leprosarium in the United States. 

But difficulties remained. First, the locals didn’t want them there. They refused to sell 

bread and supplies to the hospital, so goods had to be shipped upriver from New Orleans. The 
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servants and nurses at the hospital were warned they’d be shot if they stepped foot off the 

grounds. Besides that, the patients didn’t like the idea of being confined, or in some cases forced 

to leave behind their husbands or wives or children. Some simply refused to go. State officials 

decided that the inert and stubborn victims would be rounded up, but no law enforcement 

officers were happy about orders to hunt down lepers, physically round them up and transport 

them to Carville. The last time the Board of Health had sent a commission down Bayou 

Lafourche to examine lepers in the largest colony in the state, the afflicted were scared they were 

going to be captured and imprisoned, so they fled deep into the swamps to hide. 

Little by little during the following decades, improvements were made at the hospital, 

and patients began to migrate voluntarily. And they began to make Carville home. They grew 

vegetable gardens and decorated their rooms and argued for modern conveniences like hotplates 

and bicycles. Some of them married and built their own homes on the hospital grounds from 

scrap materials and salvaged wood. The patients organized and convinced hospital authorities to 

improve the facilities. They got a soda fountain, a swimming pool, a telephone booth, a modern 

lounge.  

Most of the amenities were a direct result of the work of Stanley Stein, patient #746, who 

arrived at Carville in 1931 carrying the New Yorker and Theater Arts and dressed in a Brooks 

Brothers topcoat, a natty tweed suit, a perfectly knotted foulard and spats. Rumor spread among 

the patients that he was a millionaire from New York. The truth was, Stein was a Texan, born 

and raised outside San Antonio, with a degree in Pharmacology from the University of Texas. He 

had opened a drug store in San Antonio after college, but his real love was the community’s little 
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Jewish theater. He wanted to be an actor and was chasing that dream when the first symptoms of 

leprosy started appearing on his skin.  

In a century of rapid scientific advancement, the disease still carried a stigma, reinforced 

by confused biblical injunctions and historical medical ignorance. A doctor sent Stein to New 

York for treatment, but that doctor reported him as a leper, and almost overnight he was swept 

up and sent secretly by train to New Orleans, then to Carville. American quarantine laws 

required that leprosy victims be locked away without means to legally protest. 

Stein’s arrival was a culture shock. He noticed rows of barbed wire atop the tall cyclone 

fence surrounding the hospital, at the time called U.S. Marine Hospital No. 66. He realized he 

was no longer free. He was an exile his own country. 

Stein was young, 31, and educated. He aimed to make the most of his new life as an 

outcast. He started a patient newspaper, The Star, and gave it the motto: “Radiating the light of 

truth on Hansen’s Disease.” He became known as the “Carville Crusader,” and spent years trying 

to educate the outside world about his affliction. 

One of Stein’s most useful characteristics was his tenacious letter writing. He fired off 

hundreds -- maybe thousands -- of responses to newspaper and magazine editors and television 

and radio station managers who had printed or broadcast dusty, damaging myths about leprosy, 

or used the loaded word “leper” as a pejorative. Stein’s letters were often stern but inviting. 

Learn about the disease, he’d write, so you can help us educate the public. Come visit Carville, 

he’d write, so you can erase the stigma. He had science on his side. Studies were showing that 

leprosy was not nearly as contagious as previously thought. Research showed that 95 percent of 
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the U.S. population was naturally immune to the disease. No doctor or nurse or nun or visitor to 

Carville had ever caught leprosy from a patient. 

Stein’s diligence earned him friends in the press and they often took him up on his 

invitation. Humanizing leprosy victims would go a long way toward edging greater America 

toward empathy. Then, maybe, just maybe, patients wouldn’t have to live out their lives confined 

behind rolls of barbed wire. The only way Stein would see freedom is if he won the war against 

ignorance. 

And that’s where Joey came in. A humble war heroine. A spy who saved hundreds, 

maybe thousands, of lives. And she just happened to have Hansen’s Disease. Stein refused to call 

it leprosy. 

Stein saw her as their token, their spokesman, a symbol to the world at large that lepers 

were humans, good and decent people. More than 300 patients who, like Stein, had been 

captured and misunderstood and locked away behind fences and out of the conscience of 

Americans were now hopeful that Joey could bridge the divide, could make people understand.  

They’d already adopted an anthem that represented this attitude: the Cole Porter song, 

“Don’t Fence Me In.” 

Stein had first heard of Joey three years before, in 1945, when Father Luis Torralba wrote 

of her plight to Miss Marie Dachauer of Sacramento, California, who immediately sent a letter to 

Father Abbot Paul, who had spent time leading a “leper mass” at Carville. The chaplain turned 

the letter over to The Star. Stein got in touch with Perry Burgess, president of a charity called the 

Leonard Wood Memorial, who was travelling to the Philippines. Stein asked him to drop in at 

Novaliches, where Joey lived, to check on conditions and say hello. Ann Page, managing editor 
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of The Star, decided that the patients at Carville should do something. As they collected 

magazines and clothing and books and medicines they got a letter from Joey and learned how 

bad off their counterparts in the Philippines were. 

“… sick, crippled, starving people lying on pallets, pieces of straw on the floor, 

everything a filthy mess, the patients moving around like skeletons on strings, hardly covered 

with clothing, eating like cats and dogs. When I saw these things, it took every vestige of stamina 

and courage I had. I felt just like leaving the place. . . . Now everything is different because they 

depend on me like little children. I have found great peace and happiness in this forced exile.” 

Stein and other patients and citizens waged war on her behalf, writing to officials who 

would eventually grant her permission to enter the United States, to come to Carville.  

Now here she was, a woman rejected by her own community, an outcast, commanding 

the spotlight. The patients were happy to see her. Hundreds of thousands of Americans were 

following her story in the newspapers. And Stanley Stein was  plotting his next move to bring 

better understanding of leprosy to the world. 

As soon as she answered all her letters and returned all her phone calls, Stein inducted 

Joey into The Star staff. She was a fine typist and she wrote excellent, lucid English. She seemed 

delighted to belong to the team that was putting out the magazine she’d been reading at 

Novaliches for several years. 

What pleased Stein most was that Joey arrived carrying a typewriter.  
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