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Prologue: War Comes to the Philippines 

 

 A ringing telephone pierced the night time silence in the officer's quarters at the Cavite Navy 

Yard. The largest American naval base in the Philippines was positioned on the very end Stanley 

Point - a small finger of land jutted out into Manila Bay from the mainland. About eight miles 

across the water to the northeast was Manila, capitol of the American Commonwealth and a 

majestic city long known as the Pearl of the Orient. 

 A sleepy Lieutenant John D. Bulkeley turned on a bedside lamp. The young officer had been 

in the Philippines for less than three months. He commanded Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron 

Three. The unit was comprised of six small wooden torpedo boats, commonly known as PT 

boats, and about eighty men. 

 A glimpse at his watch revealed it was a few minutes after 3:00 a.m. Bulkeley picked up the 

receiver to the sound of an excited voice. "We're at war!" the caller exclaimed before continuing 

with some stunning news. "The Japs have just bombed Pearl Harbor. The Old Man wants you to 

get down here, right away."1 Bulkeley knew exactly what it meant. The Old Man was Rear 

Admiral Francis Rockwell, commander of the Sixteenth Naval District. Rockwell oversaw an 

assortment of naval bases in the Philippines and some local defense forces. 

 Bulkeley was now wide awake. He shook one of his officers, Ensign Anthony Akers, and told 

him the news. Akers though it was a joke. "This is a hell of a time to be declaring war!" he 

mumbled and rolled over.2 

 The start of the war came as no surprise to Bulkeley, who like most servicemen in the Pacific 

knew tensions between the two nations had reached a boiling point, but where it began was a 

shock. He thought the first shots would be fired somewhere near where he was in the Far East. It 
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was December 8, 1941 in the Philippines. Over 5,100 miles to the east and a day earlier due to 

crossing the International Date Line, the Japanese had launched a surprise attack on the Pacific 

Fleet in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii with planes from aircraft carriers. The biggest American naval and 

air facility in the Pacific had been taken by complete surprise. The fleet sustained serious damage 

as the United States was abruptly thrust into World War II. 

 Bulkeley ran out to a jeep after quickly putting on some clothes. He then began making his 

way to the Commandantia. The old thick-walled fortress of a building from Spanish colonial 

days served as Rockwell's headquarters on Stanley Point.  

Rockwell was notified of the start of war by his immediate superior. Admiral Thomas Hart, 

Commander in Chief of the United States Asiatic Fleet, was the first high level American leader 

in the Philippines to receive news of the Pearl Harbor attack. Hart was in command of all naval 

forces in and around the Philippines. Marine Lieutenant Colonel William Clement had called 

Hart telling him to “put some cold water on your face.” He arrived at the admiral’s residence in 

Manila a short time later carrying a simple plain language message from the navy in Hawaii. 

“Air raid on Pearl Harbor. This is no drill.”3  

Sitting on his bedside, Hart drafted a brief message for Clement to immediately send out to all 

units of the Asiatic Fleet. “Japan started hostilities. Govern yourselves accordingly.” The 

dispatch went out at 3:27 a.m.4 He did not, however, send the message to the army command in 

the Philippines, although he later dispatched his chief of staff to army headquarters.  

It did not take long for Bulkeley to reach the Commandantia. He rushed into the headquarters 

to find Admiral Rockwell fully dressed along with his chief of staff, Captain Harold Ray. Dawn 

was just beginning to break over Manila Bay. The grim faced Rockwell was calmly starring at 

the sky. "They ought to be here any minute," he said referring to the Japanese bombers he was 
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certain were en route.5 The admiral did not want the PT boats to stay at Cavite as it was too risky 

in event of an air attack. He ordered Bulkeley to get his boats ready for sea and then go to across 

Manila Bay to Mariveles Harbor. 

* 

At about the same time Bulkeley was leaving the Commandantia, a ringing bedside telephone 

awoke General Douglas MacArthur. The general commanded all American army and army air 

force personnel in the Philippines. He resided in a lavish penthouse suite at the opulent Manila 

Hotel in the downtown area of the capital city. MacArthur picked up the receiver to hear the 

voice of his chief of staff Major General Richard Sutherland who told him the war had started.  

The army learned the news not from the navy, but when an enlisted signalman picked up an 

electrifying flash news bulletin about the Pearl Harbor attack from a commercial radio station in 

San Francisco. “Pearl Harbor!” MacArthur exclaimed in disbelief. “It should be our strongest 

point!”6 

 The telephone rang again as the general rushed to get dressed. This time it was Brigadier 

General Leonard Gerow. The chief of the army’s war plans division was calling from 

Washington, DC to confirm the news bulletin. The general was ordered to execute the pre-

arranged war plan. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you get an attack there in the near future,” Gerow 

warned.7 MacArthur replied that his forces were on alert and ready for action. The coming days 

would call into question the statement. He then read the bible for ten minutes, as he customarily 

started every morning, before heading out to his headquarters.  

MacArthur arrived at his office to a chaotic scene. Officers and staff members were trying to 

gather accurate information from Pearl Harbor and determine Japanese movements in order to 

ascertain the true situation in the Pacific. It was not if an attack was coming, but when. The 
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Japanese were certain to strike the Philippines by air, sea, or both. It would be up to MacArthur 

alone, however, to determine how to respond to the impending action. 

* 

 The PT boats under John Bulkeley's command were among the navy's fastest and newest 

weapons. So new, in fact, that formal operational tactics had not yet been developed. The 

squadron commander knew he would be creating the tactics as he went along in wartime 

conditions. 

 The stay at Rockwell's office was short. Bulkeley returned to his boats. His men were by now 

awake and alert. He calmly began issuing orders for the sailors to get the PT’s ready for action. 

He took some precautions, perhaps also expecting Japanese planes to appear at any time as 

Rockwell warned. One of the boats was sent to cruise nearby waters, while the five remaining 

PT’s were separated about a hundred yards apart along the shore. 

 Preparing the boats for action was a painfully slow process that would take most of the day. 

Boxes of machine gun ammunition were hauled aboard by crewmen. Food supplies of all types - 

anything that could be found on base - were collected for use on the PT's. The list included, cans 

of corned beef and Vienna sausage, canned vegetables, fresh fruit, and coffee. Torpedoes, the 

main weapon of the PT boats, required some work before they could be fired in combat. Live 

warheads needed to be attached to each underwater missile and armed. 

 Rumors of enemy movements began circulating among the sailors almost as soon as the news 

about Pearl Harbor broke and continued to build into a crescendo as the day progressed. The 

falsehoods took various forms, including a Japanese invasion fleet sitting just off the coast and 

part of the Philippines already under enemy control. None proved to be accurate.  
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 The expected Japanese air attack never came during the first day of the war. Some planes, 

however, flew high over Manila Bay around noon prompting the boats to quickly get underway. 

The aircraft were likely friendly, but drew some sporadic anti-aircraft fire from nervous gunners 

none the less. 

 Bulkeley decided to divide his boats into two groups of three as some PT's neared a state of 

readiness. At about 3:00 p.m. he ordered his second in command, Lieutenant Robert B. Kelly to 

take three boats to Mariveles and report to a submarine tender for more torpedoes and water. He 

gave Kelly explicit instructions to, "Remain on the alert and attack anything I order you to 

attack!"8 The boats took off at 6:45 p.m.9 

 The voyage of slightly more than twenty-five miles took Kelly’s boats southwest across 

Manila Bay. Positioned on the west side of the Philippines largest island of Luzon, it was well 

recognized as one of the finest natural harbors in the Far East. From a modest twelve mile wide 

entrance with mountainous terrain on both sides, the bay expands to a broad thirty mile width. 

The Bataan Peninsula marks west side of the bay. American commanders had long considered 

the mountainous finger of land to be an ideal defensive position to protect Manila Bay in the 

event of an enemy invasion.    

 Kelly’s PT’s were pointed towards the southern end of Bataan as the trio of boats sped 

through Manila Bay. Situated at the extreme southern tip of the Peninsula, Mariveles Harbor was 

as an excellent anchorage and home to a small naval base. The boats, however, were not going 

directly to Mariveles. Kelly first had to drop off some passengers on the small island of 

Corregidor located about two miles off the coast of Bataan.   

 The rocky tadpole shaped island measured three and a half miles in length and one and a half 

miles at its widest point. Heavily fortified with a variety of large guns, defensive positions, and 
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even a system of underground tunnels, Corregidor symbolically stood guard over the entrance to 

Manila Bay. A couple of smaller, but equally well defended islands were in close proximity. 

 Darkness was falling by the time Kelly pulled away from the dock on Corregidor. He thought 

about how quickly things had changed in the last twenty four hours. He was enjoying a full steak 

dinner at the Army-Navy Club in Manila only the night before. Now he was leading the first 

wartime voyage of his squadron's boats.  

 Several minefields were near the entrance to Mariveles Harbor. The underwater weapons, 

along with Corregidor, were part of a defensive network protecting the opening to Manila Bay. 

The PT sailors passed thought the minefields many times before – even at night - but never in the 

blackout conditions now required by war. The minefield lights were off and the boats were 

unable to turn on their lights. It made for a precarious situation with a thick air of tension coming 

over every sailor aboard the boats.   

   The PT’s slowly edged through the mines as tense crewmen nervously waited for an 

explosion. The boats made it safely through with no detonations, but the passage was not without 

incident. The roar of the boat motors was echoing against the mountains on Bataan. Jittery 

soldiers could hear the noise, but not determine from where it was coming. Searchlights suddenly 

began to flicker across the area scouring the sky for Japanese planes as a cascade of anti-aircraft 

batteries opened fire.      

 The boats made it into the harbor without damage from mines or friendly artillery. Kelly no 

sooner moored his PT’s alongside the submarine tender as directed when the ships commanding 

officer notified him that he had orders to leave the area for an unknown destination far to the 

south. The tender would be gone before daylight.  
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Kelly was left to contemplate how the torpedo boats would operate remotely from Mariveles 

Harbor with no support. John Bulkeley remained back at Cavite with the remaining three boats. 

Both must have been nervously wondering about the immediate future. War had finally come to 

the Philippines.  

MacArthur, Rockwell, Bulkeley and the rest of the American servicemen in the Philippines 

would soon have plenty to be worry about. Bulkeley and his men, in the United States only four 

short months ago, were now on the front lines of the war. The world had dramatically changed 

since the group set sail for the long voyage to the Philippines.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


