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Welcome to the second October
2021 session of the Dr. Harold C.
Deutsch World War II History
Round Table. Tonight’s speaker is Glen
Williford, author of Racing the Sunrise:
Reinforcing America’s Outposts, 1941-1942.
He will discuss US efforts to reinforce the
Philippines in the first months of the war and
the heroic defense by an undermanned force
in the face of the Japanese attack.
On 8 December 1941, eight hours after
their attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese
attacked US bases in the Philippine Islands,
destroying many aircraft on the ground. The
Japanese landed near the town of Lingayen on
the west side of Luzon on 22 December,
easily driving the American and Filipino
defenders back onto the Bataan Peninsula.
Gen. Douglas MacArthur and the Filipino
government retreated to the island fortress of
Corregidor. Ordered to leave the Islands by
President Franklin Roosevelt, MacArthur and
the leaders of the Filipino government
departed by PT boat or submarine. The force
on Bataan held out until April 1942, when
76,000 sick and starving American and
Filipino surrendered. The 13,000 troops on
the Island of Corregidor held out until May
1942 when Lt. Gen. Jonathan Wainwright
surrendered all US and Filipino forces to the
Japanese.
US military strategists were not surprised
at this result. First, the geography of the
Philippines made its defense difficult. Second,
the American colonial administration failed to
adequately map the islands, including the
island of Luzon. Third, too few forces with
outmoded equipment were available to
successfully defend the islands. In addition,
the defensive plans created in the 1930s were
both inadequate and not implemented, and
MacArthur’s staff made too many mistakes in
the early days of fighting.
The Philippine Archipelago, consisting of
over 7,600 islands, of which only 1,000 are
inhabited. Covering 115,800 square miles of
land space, the archipelago stretches 1,150
miles (from the fifth to the twenty-first
parallels north latitude). Sitting astride
Japanese sea lanes to Southeast Asia, the
islands are 7,000 miles from the United States
west coast, 5,300 miles from Hawaii and
3,700 from Australia. To put some

perspective on these numbers, it is 3,350
miles from Bangor, Maine to San Diego,
California. Distance alone would make it the
“Achilles Heel” in American Pacific Ocean
strategic thinking before and during World
War II.
Though an American colony since the
Spanish-American War (1898), the Army
made too few topographic maps of the
islands. Perhaps the fighting of the
“Philippine Insurrection” (1899-1902), an
intensive guerrilla/counter-insurgency war all
through the island chain’s jungles that
involved both regular and National Guard
units bred a certain feeling that mapping was
not essential. In any event, US Army and
Navy knowledge of the Islands was
amazingly deficient.
In the aftermath of the Russo-Japanese
War of 1904-05 and the First World War,
American military planners realized the
potentiality of the Japanese Empire.
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s planners
“gamed” scenarios of the Pacific warfare at
the various war colleges. These scenarios
were the basis for War Plan Orange. During
the 1930s, Plan Orange assumed the loss of
the Philippines in the first wave of Japanese
invasions. The Army believed the best
approach to the problem would be to grant the
Philippines independence, but the Navy
believed the US should take the offensive.
The two services attempted to reach a
compromise that sought to deny the Japanese
Manila Bay, where Corregidor and several
other forts were located. The resulting
defensive plans were both imperfectly done
and poorly executed, especially in terms of
movement of supplies from Manila
warehouses into Bataan depots.
As the situation in the Pacific deteriorated
in 1940-41, the US attempted to prop up the
Philippine’s defensive situation. The Japanese
destroyed most of the aircraft deployed to the
Islands on the ground because air corps
superiors feared sabotage more than aerial
attack. There were too few, too lightly
armored, and under gunned (37mm main gun)
Stuart M-3 light tanks. By November 1941,
the US Army Forces Far East command
defending the Islands included the Philippine
Army (two regular and ten reserve divisions –
over 110,000 men) together with the US
Army’s Philippine Scouts and about 21,000
US soldiers (including the 26th Cavalry which
made the last cavalry charge in Twentieth
Century US warfare). These forces all
suffered from a lack of facilities and
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equipment and inadequate training. While the
Filipino troops were fierce fighters, their
numbers and inexperience made them no
match for the battle-tested Japanese army.
After their surrender in 1942, American
and Filipino soldiers endured the Death
March and PW camps (notably O’Donnell,
and Cabanatuan), with some in internment
camps at Santo Tomas University and Bilibid
prison. Filipinos endured forced labor, theft,
exploitation, and sexual debasement under
Japanese occupation from 1942-1945. Many
Americans and Filipinos refused to surrender
and fled into the jungle hills of Leyte,
Mindanao, and other islands, eventually
forming guerrilla bands, which controlled up
to sixty percent of the islands. The Japanese
failed to either persuade these guerrillas to
surrender or to wipe them out, and the
resources that had to be used to bring the
situation under control interrupted the
Japanese timetable to conquer the balance of
the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere”.
The Filipinos’ loyalty to the United States
and their support of the prisoners and guerrilla
warfare testify to the ties of trust forged
between the two peoples. The Filipinos
remained loyal to the United States in part
because of the guarantee of independence,
originally to be on 4 July 1944 but was
delayed by the exigencies of war to 4 July
1946.
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