I AM CHAMORRO
His name is Jesus Pedro Cepeda and he
is Chamorro. Jesus was born on
March 8, 1921 on a Western Pacific
Ocean island called Guam, the
largest island in the Mariana
Islands archipelago; all 210
square miles of it. His parents
propagated 10 descendants, 5
boys and 5 girls. The parents and
his 5 sisters withstood the brutal
occupation of Guam by the Japanese
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during WWII. All 5 of the sons served in
the US military during the war, all 5 made it safely home.
Jesus experienced the war as few did. He was on the deck of the
USS Honolulu at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 when the
Japanese launched their surprise attack. He witnessed the entire
assault. On September 2, 1945, Jesus was on the deck of the USS
Pasadena in Tokyo Bay moored about 100 yards from the USS
Missouri when the Japanese signed the instrument of surrender.
And this is Jesus Cepeda’s incredible story. Many thanks to his
son, Ken, for assisting his father.
The beginning: “I joined the US Navy in 1939 when I turned 18.
My father was a Navy veteran of WWI and all my brothers and I

served in WWII, 4 in the Navy and 1 in the Army. All of us made
it home. My home, Guam, was the first US possession to fall to
the Japanese in WWII. Only one American defender survived the
war on Guam, a Navy radioman named George Ray Tweed. He
avoided capture by the Japanese for 2 years and 7 months, with
the help of local Guamanians. He rigged up several radio devises
to send messages to the Americans. After the war, he returned
to Guam to keep a promise, to give a new car to local rancher
Antonio Artero for helping him evade capture. With a
promotional campaign, Artero was given a four-door Chevrolet
by Tweed from General Motors. Other Guamanians received
nothing.”
Basic training: “Only 10
Guamanians could join
the US military per
month. I was lucky to be
chosen and took my
training on an old oil
tanker stationed at
Guam, called the USS R.L.
Barnes. After 3 weeks of
training, we took an
Jesus Pedro Cepeda, US Navy orientation cruise to the
Philippines, Hong Kong,
and Japan. For a young Guamanian sailor it was quite thrilling.
My assignment, at least in my way of thinking, was the lowest of
the low at the time, a steward, a glorified word for ‘cabin boy.’

But I did my duty and served my country with honor. After the
orientation cruise, I sailed on a supply ship to Long Beach, CA for
personnel distribution. My first temporary assignment was
aboard the battleship, the USS Pennsylvania. I’ll say this, it was
a heck of a lot bigger than the canoes back on Guam.”
Pearl Harbor: “I eventually was sent to Pearl Harbor to serve
aboard the USS Honolulu as an Admiral’s steward. We were at
sea for exercises during the week and normally in port on the
weekends. On Saturday, December 6, 1941, we moored
alongside a pier to wait for repairs in an occupied dry dock at the
time. The next morning, December 7, 1941, I was up early to
prepare for Catholic Church services on the mainland. My buddy
wasn’t quite ready so I went up on deck and waited for him. The
gangway officer on duty asked me why I was up so early on a
Sunday. I said, ‘Church, of course,’ and we started talking.
Within a few minutes, we heard the road of hundreds of
airplanes. We looked to the east, nothing, then to the west,
nothing, but coming in from the north were hundreds of planes
which was an unusual approach. (183 in the first wave, 170 in
the second wave) The duty officer said, ‘They sure are coming in
early,’ thinking a flight of American planes were arriving from the
states. Then some of the planes started getting lower and lower,
while others kept altitude.”
The attack: “Soon the lower aircraft were about 30 feet off the
water, those were the torpedo bombers, then we heard a huge
explosion. The duty officer ran to the intercom and yelled into

it, ‘This is not a drill, this is not a drill; man your battle stations!’
I couldn’t get to my battle station because all the hatches were
immediately shut and the ship was locked down water-tight. My
battle station was below deck, 3 or 4 decks down, sending the
ammo and shells up to the gun crews. Instead, I had a front row
seat under the staircase to the bridge to witness the attack on
Pearl Harbor.
“Battleship row was hit
the worse, smoke and
fire everywhere, and
then a horrible explosion
that seemingly shook the
entire harbor. It was the
USS Arizona. I saw that
huge battleship lift out
of the water in its death
throes. I’ll never forget
the sight. We figured a bomb had gone down the smoke stack.”
(A long held belief, but the bomb actually penetrated the deck
next to Turret II and exploded in or near the powder magazine,
taking down with her 1,177 men of a 1,512 crew).
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“I was scared to death, actually started crying. I’d never seen or
been in a war, never saw or heard so many big guns going off.
But the crew performed well, we were well-trained, and started
fighting back within 15 minutes. I don’t know if we shot down
any Japanese planes or not, but I saw other enemy planes shot

down by other ships. Then a plane came in real low firing his
machine guns, and a bomb exploded on the pier next to the
Honolulu. It felt like the ship had been blown out of the water.
It was terrifying, but I don’t think we suffered any casualties. I
can still see the attack like it happened yesterday. I figured I was
dead. The attack came in two waves, they hit the ships and the
airfields. The red ball beneath their wings assured us they were
Japanese. I eventually made it down to my battle station, but
the Admiral called me back up on deck and to be at standby for
whatever he needed. They laid the blame for the attack on
Admiral Kimmel and General Short, but it wasn’t their fault. No
warning was sent from the US government, although I believe
they knew what was going to happen. Admiral Kimmel was a
good sailor; he did not deserve the dishonor.”
Jesus Cepeda assisted with clean-up and restorations at Pearl
Harbor until reassigned to the carrier, USS Saratoga. The two
carriers, USS Enterprise and USS Saratoga, sailed for Samoa to
protect reinforcement efforts. But on January 11, 1942, the
Saratoga was hit by a torpedo and forced back to Pearl Harbor
for repairs. Jesus was reassigned to the heavy cruiser, the USS
Chicago.
Guest quarters and General MacArthur: “The Chicago sailed for
Australia but we were rerouted to the Philippine Sea, then to Fuji
Island before going to Australia. All this had to do with General
MacArthur. We established a headquarters for Vice Admiral
Carpenter in Australia and awaited MacArthur and his family. I

got to salute General MacArthur but we didn’t get to carry on a
conversation (laughter). That was good duty. The staff stayed in
a huge mansion owned by very rich people, a Mrs. Meyers, I
believe. We got the guest quarters out back, 3 or 4 bedroom
houses, apple and orange trees on the property, a very enjoyable
10 months before sailing for Brisbane.

CEPEDA, TOP RIGHT, AND 3 NAVY BUDDIES

“After nine months, a captain
on the staff was promoted to
Vice Admiral and assigned to
take command of a destroyer
flotilla in Portland, ME. He
asked me to go as his steward
and of course I accepted. We
weren’t in Portland very long
before we received orders to
report to Boston to take
command of a new light
cruiser, the USS Pasadena. I
stayed on the Pasadena for
the rest of the war.”

The USS Pasadena: Note: The USS Pasadena passed through the
Panama Canal and joined the fast carrier force, TF38 (Task Force
38) at Ulithi Island in mid-November or 1944. She took part in
and played a major supporting role in the Philippines Campaign,
notably against Luzon and Formosa. By mid-January she was in
the South China Sea hitting Japanese installations and shipping

along the coast of Indo-China. In February, the task force (now
TF58) moved against Japanese home islands, especially Iwo Jima
and Okinawa. She was at sea for 80 days. After a brief rest at
Ulithi and Leyte, she sortied from Leyte Gulf to pound the
Japanese home island, including industrial targets and military
installations on the Tokyo Plain, northern Honshu, and Hokkaido,
all in anticipation and preparation for a costly invasion of Japan.
Two atomic bombs prevented a bloodbath.

THE LIGHT CRUISER, USS PASADENA
Eyewitness to the action, Jesus Pedro Cepeda: “We were in the
major engagements almost all of the time, and I had a ringside
seat from near the bridge. A constant pounding from hundreds
of ships, non-stop gunfire from those big guns, and a desperate
enemy flinging his airplanes on suicide missions into our ships at
sea. I watched Kamikaze’s plunge into our ships and I saw
Kamikaze’s blown from the skies. We pounded Mt. Suribachi

and Iwo Jima for days on end, yet the Japanese hid in hundreds
of caves to survive the bombardment. The fire, the explosions,
watching good men die, I got a strong heart watching all that.
ON MAY 11, 1945, TWO KAMIKIZE AIRCRAFT CRASHED INTO THE CARRIER USS BUNKER
HILL, KILLING 390 MEN AND WOUNDING 264. ANOTHER 43 SOULS WERE MISSING, AND
NEVER FOUND. THE USS PASADENA IS ON THE RIGHT, LENDING SUPPORT AND RESCUE.

“One morning there was a big explosion in the Admiral’s cabin.
A large caliber shell had penetrated the bulkhead and narrowly
missed me. The Admiral called me, ‘Are you okay, Jesus,’ I said,
‘yes, sir, but I don’t want to go through that again.’ There was
shrapnel all over the place. Then suddenly, almost as suddenly
as it started, the war was over. Oh, gosh, all the hugging and
back-slapping, the jumping up and down, we were so happy.”
Into Tokyo Bay: “We were moored about 100 yard from the USS
Missouri when the Japanese delegation climbed the stairs to
surrender. I was part of history. There were thousands of ships
in Tokyo Bay and thousands of planes flying overhead, I think to

remind the Japanese of how strong we still were and not to back
out of the deal.”

AMERICA SHOWS STRENGTH OVER TOKYO BAY
From Pearl Harbor all the way into Tokyo Bay, a Guamanian
steward witnessed WWII from a front row seat, admittedly
sprinkled with a little shrapnel. Honorable discharged in 1946,
Jesus returned to an island devastated by war.
Returning home: “Guam was small, a ‘piece of rock’ as the
Americans called it. Well, the damage on that ‘piece of rock’ was
massive. My father owned property, three houses in all, and all
were destroyed, but, we rebuilt and survived. I found work with
the local government in 1949 for eleven cents an hour, that’s
about a thousand bucks a year including a lot of overtime. Then
I got promoted to two thousand a year, then three thousand,

until I finally ended up with US Customs as a Lieutenant, and
worked a lot of overtime there, also. I retired in 1981 with a
retirement salary of $45,000 per year. I was the highest paid
retiree on the island. My boss was very jealous.”

GUAM IN 1945

GUAM TODAY

Guam, where America’s day begins, and the proud Chamorro’s
serve honorably in the US Military. Jesus’ wife’s parents were US
Navy veterans, two of their sons served in the military, one son,
Edward Carbullido, was aboard the nuclear powered sub, USS
Triton, when it circumnavigated the world underwater in 1960.
Jesus came to America in 1981, the same year he retired and
resided with his family in Columbus, OH. From 1993 to just
recently, he lived with his daughter in Tampa, Fl. She is retired
from the Air Force, her husband is retired from the Army. One
of Ken Cepeda’s uncles was stationed at McCoy AFB in Orlando,
ironically the same time yours truly was stationed at McCoy.
Now living with his son, Ken, and daughter-in-law, Dawn, in

Lawrenceville, GA for the last year, Jesus said, “I’m not a Georgia
peach yet, but I do enjoy the peaches. You know, I’ve been
retired since 1981 and collecting a government retirement check
for 37 years. I offer no apologies, shoot, I’ve earned it, don’t you
think?”
That’s an affirmative.

