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Praise for

40 Thieves on Saipan


“I am thankful that someone took the time to tell our story. Otherwise the world would never know the 40 Thieves; how we lived, what we went through, and how some of us died. I remember every one of my buddies and pray for them every day.”

—Roscoe Mullins, one of the 40 Thieves

“40 Thieves on Saipan is not Hollywood’s version of World War II combat. It’s a gritty, heart-stopping description of what it was really like for individual Marines fighting in unspeakably brutal conditions against a ruthless enemy in the Pacific. It is also a needed reminder that most of America’s heroes were not born that way. They are ordinary Americans who, when faced with a dangerous enemy, responded with extraordinary bravery and courage.”

—Jim Michaels, author of A Chance in Hell: The Men Who Triumphed over Iraq’s Deadliest City and Turned the Tide of War and former Marine infantry officer

“As the WWII generation fast disappears, this book is a timely reminder of what those men endured. 40 Thieves on Saipan strips away the rosy-hued Hollywood vision of what combat in that war was like. It reports by the firsthand accounts of the soldiers themselves; there was very little glory and lots of horror in the savage fighting in the Pacific Theater. The deep but largely unspoken camaraderie of the men who made up this elite unit of warriors was quietly moving. The inability of the men who survived the war to readjust to civilian life after all they had seen and done is a toxic byproduct of the war that has gone unrecognized for too long. This book is a fascinating and important addition to the WWII canon and has a special resonance for me since my uncle, my namesake, fought and died there as an original member of the unit.”

—Donald Evans, nephew of Donald Evans, one of the 40 Thieves

“Our father never talked about the war, but to know now what he went through made us realize why he sometimes acted the way he did. When we boys would do something wrong and got into trouble, Dad got upset very quickly and let us know about it in no uncertain terms. But then he’d immediately go to his workshop: he had to walk away to control his anger by working at something he enjoyed. All of us boys are proud to be his sons, and my grandson, who is only nine, can’t wait to read about his Great Grandpa’s War.”

—Larry, Don, and Lonnie, Jr. Jackson, sons of Lonnie Jackson, one of the 40 Thieves

“I appreciate Joseph for telling our story and bringing to light the stories and sacrifices of the men who fought by my side. Heroes like Dyer and Evans who paid the ultimate price for freedom. 40 Thieves on Saipan breathes life into the past, and illuminates the humor, sacrifice, and valor of us young Marines who were the Sixth Regiment’s Scout-Sniper Platoon.”

—Marvin Strombo, one of the 40 Thieves

“40 Thieves captures that difference between regular combatants and the warriors who make up special operations forces. Not especially suited for inspections and parades, but perfectly geared for courageous improvisation and constant out-of-the-box thinking, these proto-operators are shown to be the team players they needed to be. Rambo need not apply. These men, as 40 Thieves on Saipan shows us, were thinking-warriors and fiercely committed to each other and the mission. This remains the standard for our elite forces to this day.”

—Kevin St. Jarre, combat intel team leader with the U.S. Army and author of the Night Stalkers series

“40 Thieves on Saipan means a lot to me, allowing people to see what these men went through for our country and how it affected their lives. Nightmares plagued my dad for the rest of his life, and losing his buddies to war affected him greatly. He often said to me, ‘Junior, every day of my life is a bonus.’ He was one proud Marine. God bless him.”

—Al Yunker, Jr., son of Al Yunker, one of the 40 Thieves

“A son’s curiosity of his father’s service during World War II leads to the uncovering of an all-but-forgotten piece of U.S. Marine Corps history. How Frank Tachovsky, Colonel USMC Retired, as a lieutenant recruited a group of young Marines and molded them into an elite fighting unit, the Sixth Marine Regiment’s Scout-Sniper Platoon. They served with distinction and uncommon valor during the Battle of Saipan in the Pacific Campaign and were known as the 40 Thieves, a well-earned nickname for their effectiveness as an elite combat unit as well as for their light-fingered antics.”

—Clyde Kusatsu, actor and national vice president of Los Angeles SAG-AFTRA

“My father, Warren “Hobart” Tipton, was a proud member of the 40 Thieves. He told me many tales of thievery, training at Parker Ranch, the Garapan bike patrol, but very little of the combat. He was a very young Marine, turning eighteen on the day the platoon landed on Saipan. He inspired me to do some of the goofy stuff I did when I was a Marine in Vietnam, mostly to the detriment of Air Force and Army inventories. 40 Thieves on Saipan fills in many blanks Dad left open most likely because of the pain of recalling the death of friends and living through terrifying events as essentially just a kid.”

—Chris Tipton, son of Warren “Hobart” Tipton, one of the 40 Thieves

“When Joseph first visited Bob, researching for the book, memories were unleashed, memories he had not shared with anyone, not even his family. We all knew about his nightmares, always chasing the enemy who killed his buddy, Red. This book breathes live into forty special young Leathernecks and their intrepid lieutenant. Well done, Joseph and Cynthia.”

—Alma Smotts, wife of Bob Smotts, one of the 40 Thieves

“To the families of every one of the 40, our fathers were truly the Greatest Generation, and the elite of the Few and the Proud.”

—Andrew Orozco, son of Jesus Orozco, one of the 40 Thieves

“As a kid growing up in the 60s, I only knew my Uncle Don from old family photos packed in trunks I discovered in the attic. I thought of him as one of the tough, stalwart characters depicted in the ‘Fightin’ Marines’ and ‘Sgt Rock’ comic books I enjoyed so much. Some might say he was a ‘hero.’ What I found was a heroic man filled with loyalty and fierce dedication to his Marine brothers in arms, and they for him. This is their story. A story that should be heard lest their sacrifices be diminished and forgotten in other dust-filled attics. The authors of 40 Thieves on Saipan have given these truly remarkable men a voice again. Semper Fi.”

—Steve Evans, nephew of Donald Evans, one of the 40 Thieves
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DEDICATION


Las Islas de los Ladrones

In 1521 while en route to India, Ferdinand Magellan’s expedition arrived at a remote group of islands in the Pacific now known as the Marianas. Finding the native Chamorros to be adept at the art of thievery, his Spanish mariners named the archipelago Las Islas de los Ladrones, “The Islands of Thieves.”

Centuries later, during World War II, a different group of thieves invaded the Marianas.

On June 15, 1944, the Sixth Marine Regiment’s elite Scout-Sniper Platoon spearheaded the invasion of Saipan, the Empire of Japan’s bulwark in the Pacific. Nicknamed “The 40 Thieves” by their peers, this fledgling Special Operations platoon, a precursor to Green Berets and Navy SEALs, wreaked havoc in, around, and mostly behind the front lines. Working deep within enemy territory, where firing a weapon would be their last option, the 40 Thieves had been specially trained in “Silent Killing” techniques. This is the true story of their war, which was terribly up close and personal.

Saipan was the first link in the chain of Japanese home islands that would lead to Tokyo, and the Imperial Army would defend this mountainous terrain to the last man. The Battle for Saipan would be the bloodiest of the Pacific war to date.

We are grateful for the memories and documents that were shared with us by the still-surviving members of the 40 Thieves. This story is dedicated to the men who lived, fought, and died beside them.





“The Marines I have seen around the world have the cleanest bodies, the filthiest minds, the highest morale, and the lowest morals of any group of animals I have ever seen.

Thank God for the United States Marine Corps.”

—Eleanor Roosevelt





A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS


40 Thieves on Saipan is a historical account based on the oral histories, photographs, personal letters, and other documentation willingly shared by surviving members of the platoon and placed in the context of research to authenticate dates, technical information, and other facts. For purposes of readability, some letters included in the book have been condensed to eliminate extraneous material. The original letter from Bill Emerick, which Bill Knuppel read to his platoon mates (see Chapter Twenty-eight) has not survived, so we have included a recreation of it based on Knuppel’s memory of its contents. Two characters in 40 Thieves on Saipan are fictionalized. “Dottie” is a composite figure representing many young women who wrote to men serving overseas in World War II. “Paul Lewis” is a pseudonym for a member of the platoon whom fellow Thieves were reluctant to identify for reasons that will become clear over the course of this story.




PROLOGUE Four Woodpeckers



“Most of this you try to put out of your mind, because it’s nothing you want to think about. You try to forget, but you relive it every day for the rest of your life.”

—Bob Smotts



June 21, 1944

Saipan

Everybody knew it was a bad idea. And everybody knew what to expect, being sent out miles ahead of the front lines into heavy jungle. Eighteen-year-old Scout-Sniper Bobbie Gene Smotts had heard his buddies joke about it. The guys who had survived Guadalcanal and Tarawa would wisecrack, “The third time’s the charm.”

Saipan being just his second combat, Smotts felt invincible. He’d go anywhere he was sent and do anything he was told.

And each time his name got called for a mission, he was aware of what could happen. Somebody could get killed. That was part of the bargain.

But not him. Never him. The rough-and-tumble young Okie could take care of himself. Growing up on the Osage Reservation, he had been taught to track, hunt, and shoot from the time he could hold a rifle. With the .22 his parents bought from a Spiegel catalogue, he could shoot the eye out of a rabbit at seventy yards.

As the sun set on June 21, 1944, Smotts sat sleepless in his foxhole, a bad feeling in his gut. Scuttlebutt had it that his lieutenant’s request for a phosphorus shelling of the next day’s target area had been denied by their colonel. And that afternoon he had overheard his Ares-like corporal say to another squad leader, “We’ve been lucky so far… all of us. But we aren’t Supermen. Tomorrow we may not be so lucky.”

Morning dawned on June 22, 1944, the seventh day after landing on Saipan, and a red morning sky backlit the foreboding pitch-black peaks of Tipo Pale and the rocky hills that formed the island’s jagged backbone. Tipo Pale’s hulking mass of barbed coral, jagged brush, and thick foliage provided countless hiding spots for the Japanese and their woodpeckers—the Marines’ nickname for the Imperial Army’s Nambu Type 92 heavy machine gun, with its staccato peck-peck-pecking sound. Smotts’s foxhole buddy Jesus Orozco maintained that the fierce weapon spat bullets in such a fast and tight pattern that it could cut a man in half in a matter of seconds. He’d seen it happen.

At 0600, the push for the mountain began.

Throughout the morning Marine line troops methodically progressed toward Tipo Pale, bypassing pockets of stiff resistance. Cleaning out those trouble spots, a task considered to be one of the most dangerous jobs in the Corps, fell to the Sixth Regiment’s Scout-Sniper Platoon, the elite of the elite, handpicked from hundreds of volunteers. The leader of the forty-man unit had specifically chosen men with brig time. “If a man had spent any office hours for brawling” the platoon’s lieutenant explained, “or had a black mark on his record for being in fights, that showed he’d been in trouble and could handle himself. The guy that wins the fight is thrown in the brig. The other guy goes to the infirmary. The guy in the brig is the kind of guy I want.”

To his superiors, Smotts had adamantly professed innocence for his role in clearing out a bar full of doggies and swabbies during an earlier stationing in New Zealand. But when asked about his brig time during his Scout-Sniper interview, he found it tough to not smile while replying, “No comment.”

On Saipan Smotts frequently got tagged to be on point during missions because of his uncanny sense of smell, honed back home on the Osage Reservation. The Japanese fighters had a distinct odor he could track.

Searching the packs of dead enemy soldiers, it was normal to find bottles of cologne. At first Smotts thought that was curious, but later he figured it was their way of taking a bath in the absence of water. The cologne and their predominantly rice diet gave the enemy an unusual odor—not foul, just distinctive. So in the deep, dense jungle when the hot, thick air was still, Smotts knew if the Japanese were there.

But today, with a steady breeze blowing, this sensory skill would be of no help.

At 1232 Smotts led the Scout-Snipers up a dirt road that snaked its way along the base of Tipo Pale. His platoon was on its way to a finger of a ravine where K Company had been decimated by several well-placed machine guns—seventy-two men, almost a third of its troops, dead or wounded.

Twenty yards ahead of the main body, Smotts silently and cautiously hobbled along; several days of wet socks had brought on a bad case of jungle rot. Limping slightly, he listened for the sound of a bolt being drawn back, looked for a glint of metal in the tangled roots of a banyan tree, and inhaled deeply, just in case.

Reaching a small box canyon, he paused before entering. The path had leveled off into an open area. To his right the road fell off abruptly into a gully full of fifteen-foot-tall trees choked with kudzu vines. On the left, a sheer wall mottled with thick foliage hemmed the other side. Every few feet were fissures that had been cut into the gnarled walls to create the only cover from a blistering tropical sun. Looking into the empty, tranquil canyon, Smotts observed no signs of a skirmish and thought this couldn’t have been where K caught it.

Normally the constant noise of gunfire and explosions could be heard from somewhere on the island at all hours of the day or night. Now only a noiseless wind rustled the leaves.

Smotts found the stillness odd.

His tired eyes followed the path he would soon take. Letting the sling on his Springfield out all the way, he switched the safety off. With the rifle on his hip ready to fire and his ears wide open, Smotts slowly moved forward into the canyon, methodically scanning the mottled face of the sheer wall.
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Private First Class Bobbie Gene Smotts. Courtesy of Bob Smotts



He reached the other side and waited for the rest of his platoon to come into view. Silently he raised his left hand as a signal for them to proceed.

While some of his buddies tentatively entered the canyon at ten-yard intervals, Smotts slid into the shade of one of the fissures to escape the close heat. He lit a cigarette.

The cool smoke felt refreshing as he drew it deep into his lungs. Slipping out of the fissure to check on his buddies’ progress, he exhaled just as the foliage of the trees suddenly stopped rustling. His eyes darted toward the new quiet.

Quickly he drew another deep breath—and smelled that distinctive odor.

Before he could yell out a warning, sheets of bluish-white flame erupted from the walls of the box canyon.

Four woodpeckers opened fire.

It was too late.






CHAPTER ONE A Mustang



“Out of all the lieutenants in the Sixth, Ski was chosen to form and train this platoon. He’d paid his dues on Tarawa and the Solomons and was highly decorated. It was my understanding that he was a Mustang. That’s the most respected you can get as an officer, to come up through the ranks like he done.”

—Bob Smotts



January 11, 1944

Sixth Marine Regiment, Parker Ranch, Territory of Hawaii

He wouldn’t be asked. He would be told. But had he been asked, First Lieutenant Frank Tachovsky would have accepted. Declining a job offer was never an option in the Corps.

Since entering combat, the former Pennsylvania steelworker had gained a reputation as a rugged Marine. Frank was a “Mustang,” having risen rapidly through the ranks from buck private to first lieutenant. Both the men he served with and the men who made the decisions recognized his quick mind and ability to remember the smallest details with accuracy. In training or battle, he displayed a certain kind of toughness, a determination to make orders happen. Like a true mustang he had a wild streak. He was more resourceful and possessed better survival instincts than his fresh-out-of-school counterparts. The boys he led appreciated that. They showed it by never referring to him by his rank, but respectfully and affectionately shortening his name to “Ski.” Frank liked it. He’d have it no other way.

There wasn’t a lot of down time at Parker Ranch on the big Island of Hawaii where the brass had sent these Marines. Keeping fit and training for the next battle might save a man’s life. From 0900 until taps, the sounds of pounding boots and barking voices filled the camp. In a rare break Frank sat at his so-called desk constructed of lumber acquired through “Marine methods” and struggled to write a letter to his wife.

They had met at Mike Lyman’s in Los Angeles months before he shipped out. Like thousands of wartime newlyweds, Frank and Roxie had learned more about each other through V-Mail than time spent together. The Marines had honored him with the duty to lead men in a gruesome business, but what he wrote to a young wife embedded with her parents at their family hotel in a small Wisconsin shipbuilding town demanded more finesse. Finally, Frank began, “My Dearest Roxie.”

That was as far as he got before Harry Edwards, his company captain, knocked on the tent post. “Colonel Murray wants to see you, Ski.”

Frank understood the unspoken “now,” pushed the letter aside, grabbed his garrison cap, and walked beside Edwards across the camp in a slight but steady drizzle.

It had been almost one month since the Sixth Regiment arrived at their new, desolate training area. After the seventy-four-hour hell of Tarawa, every one of the Marines had expected to return to New Zealand for rest and recuperation. Instead, the brass sent them to this remote spot for more training.

This wasn’t the Hawaii of palm trees and grass-skirted hula dancers that families back in the States imagined. Saddled between the snow-covered volcanic peaks of Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa, this was just about the coldest corner of paradise. Hot, dry, dusty days flowed into bitter cold nights, when each Marine had only one coarse green woolen blanket for warmth.

Walking quietly past row upon row of pyramid tents, Ski interrupted the silence, “One of my boys wrote home that he finally figured out why they call this a rest camp. Because it’s so far away from the rest of the world.”

Their boondockers collected mud as they walked. Around them, enlisted men were taking advantage of the rare rainfall by hurrying outside with bars of soap to clean themselves and the rags they called uniforms. Gear hadn’t caught up with them yet. They had been wearing the same dungarees since Tarawa, and despite numerous washings, the scent of death still lingered in the tattered fabric.

Instead of heading to Murray’s Second Battalion encampment, Ski and Edwards veered toward Regimental Headquarters. Before entering, Ski looked at a crude plaque engraved on a fifty-gallon oil can lid hanging on a post.

CAMP TARAWA

In Honor of the Fallen

Marines killed on Tarawa: 2200

Marines wounded on Tarawa: 2100

Japs killed on Tarawa: 5000

All within 74 hours of fighting

A gust of damp, cool air moved into the pyramid tent with the two men—not enough to disrupt the haze of smoke that hung above the senior officers who sat or stood scattered, puffing away on pipes, cigarettes, and cigars. Behind a simple, tidy desk in their midst, a short man with a neatly trimmed cavalry-style mustache sat silent and straight-backed.

The wind did not ruffle the man behind the desk. Nothing ruffled Colonel James Riseley, the Sixth Marine Regiment’s newly assigned leader—rigid, by the book, and a proper officer. His men referred to him as “Gentleman Jim.”

Frank automatically assumed a position in front of the desk and snapped to attention. Save for the striking of a match, the reflexive spat of a tobacco leaf from a tongue, or the clearing of a throat, the room was quiet. Occasional sounds of camp life drifted in—a six-by-six transport truck backfired loudly, a jeep screeched to a halt nearby with its radio blaring, fresh Marine recruits in crisp dungarees marched past, double time, chanting,


The worms crawl in

The worms crawl out

The worms play pinochle on your snout.…



and the bellowing of an exasperated drill sergeant pierced the air as he prodded the green boots with vulgarities and, “No! Your other left!”

Riseley glanced at his wristwatch and at exactly 0900 ordered, “At ease.”

Clasping his hands behind his back and widening his stance, Frank stood in a minimally less rigid position.

Before Riseley spoke again, the noiseless room was entertained by the nearby jeep’s radio playing Kay Kyser’s “Who Wouldn’t Love You?”

Frank fought back the smile that usually came to his lips when he heard that particular song. Back in San Diego, before he had shipped out to the Pacific, Roxie had sung the lyrics to him. “You’re the answer to my every prayer, dah-link,” she had crooned, affecting a poor Russian accent, “Who vouldn’t love you, who vouldn’t care?”

Frank stiffened. He couldn’t let his mind wander to that place, not here, not now. “Therein madness lies,” his married buddy Doc Webber often counseled.

Colonel Murray began the meeting. “Lieutenant, you’re being put up for a Silver Star.”

“A Silver Star?” An award for valor surprised him. “What for?”

“What for?” Murray replied. “For cleaning out that pillbox on Tarawa.…”

“Single-handed,” Edwards added.

Caught off-guard, Frank took a moment to scan the room of weathered faces—Bill Jones, John Easley, Bill Kengla, Ken McLeod. He wondered why all the regimental brass were present.

He drew a deep breath. “Thank you, Colonel Murray. The Japs had a pretty good spot, but there really wasn’t much to it. I was only doing my job.”

“Well, you did one helluva job,” Edwards nodded. “That pillbox had all of I Company and half of your own platoon pinned down. And you took it out on your own.”

“With all due respect, sirs, I don’t deserve it.… I didn’t do anything that any other Marine wouldn’t have done.”

“You couldn’t have done what you did without deserving a Star,” Murray stated. “If any other Marine would have done what you did, then any other Marine would be awarded the Star as well. So, you’re being put up for it nonetheless.”

“Well, thank you, sirs,” Frank acquiesced, intuiting that something else had brought him there.

Riseley cleared his throat to speak. “Our regiment will be spearheading the next invasion, and it’s been decided that we’re going to form a Scout-Sniper Platoon.” He took a cigar from a wooden box labeled “Flor de Murias” clipped the end, lit it, and savored the smoke in his mouth.

“Cigar, Lieutenant?” he offered. “Or should I call you Ski? That’s what they call you around here, isn’t it? Ski?”

“Yes sir,” Frank said, accepting the cigar and putting it in his shirt pocket for later. “Don’t mind if I do, sir. Thank you.”

Riseley continued. “This unit will be a new breed of jungle fighter, modeled after British Commandos, specially trained in Black Death techniques. Living and working behind enemy lines possibly for days at a time, Silent Killing will be a better option than an M1. Scouting enemy locations, fortifications, and mapping them, doing whatever damage can be covertly done, and taking the fire to facilitate the advance of our line companies will be just one job. The other is acting as bodyguards of the command post.” Riseley paused before adding, “Meaning me. The man chosen to organize, train, and lead the Scout-Snipers will report directly to me and my XO, Colonel McLeod.”

Looking at the ash on his cigar instead of at Ski, Riseley now spoke rapid fire. “It’s going to be a rugged job, and I need someone to lead the platoon. Someone like you. I’m new to the Sixth, but I’ve read through your fitness reports, and all your COs think highly of you. Very highly.”

Riseley read from one report: “ ‘An excellent young officer. Rugged. Particularly courageous under fire.’ Colonel Kengla, after Guadalcanal.”
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Setting that one aside, he rifled through the stack and quoted from another, “ ‘The service of this officer under enemy fire on Tarawa was outstanding. Excellent when the going gets tough. Excellent leader. Men like him.…’ Colonel McLeod.” Looking up from another report, Riseley said, “Colonel Murray calls you rugged as well.”

A grin slid across Ski’s face before he could stop it, “I don’t know about that, sir.” In Marine Corps parlance, rugged meant tough. A rugged situation would be particularly dangerous, and a rugged person was one tough sonofabitch.

Setting the papers aside, Riseley looked up. “As Napoleon once said, ‘In war it’s the man who counts, not men.’ Based upon your fitness reports and the recommendations of the battalion COs, I think you’re the right man for the job. Are you the right man, Ski?”

Frank snapped to attention and barked, “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“All right then,” Riseley nodded his head. “Welcome aboard. You can choose the men you want from the entire regiment. Any questions?”

“No, sir. No questions.”

“Dismissed.” Riseley returned his gaze to the papers in front of him.






CHAPTER TWO The Dumb Hayshaker



“I first met Ski in 1941. We were ready to board a ship that was going to take us God-knows-where. We left San Diego and ended up on Iceland. We saw it all together from Iceland, New Zealand, Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Saipan, and Tinian. Some of the best men I’ve known in my lifetime were Marines, and Ski was a cut above the rest.”

—Bill Knuppel



January 11, 1944

Parker Ranch

Stepping out of Regimental Headquarters, Ski glanced upward to the gray, overcast sky and let out the long breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Taking a slow step forward on the muddy ground, he started back to his tent and the letter to Roxie. But his new job took priority over finishing that compulsory daily ritual.

“A new breed of jungle fighter.…” Riseley’s words echoed in his mind.

Ski’s mind raced… he would need a platoon sergeant, a true right-hand man, someone he could count on and trust when the going got tough. And it sure as hell would. The soft rain dampened Ski’s uniform and chilled him. He checked on the cigar, still dry in his shirt pocket, and thought more about the task at hand.

A right-hand man he thought. Or men.

Ski first met Bill Knuppel and Bob Skeffington in July of 1941 while they were all stationed at Camp Baldurshagi, an outpost in the North Atlantic. In June of that year President Roosevelt had finally given in to Winston Churchill’s repeated pleas for assistance in Britain’s war against Germany and sent the First Marine Brigade to Iceland. The hastily organized group of Marines, consisting mainly of the Sixth Regiment, replaced the British soldiers there, the same Brits that had been driven out of Dunkirk. Those troops were needed back home to prepare for Germany’s anticipated cross-channel invasion.

On December 7, 1941, Knuppel, Skeffington, and Ski had been enjoying the swimming hall in Reykjavik where the Icelanders let the Marines use the pool on Sunday nights. As they were dressing and clowning around, Captain Raymond Murray (who would become Colonel Raymond Murray by 1944) entered the locker room. His look silenced the trio.

“We just got word that the Japs have bombed Pearl Harbor. They’re attacking Wake, the Philippines, and all over the South Pacific. It looks like we’re in for a fight. Semper Fi, boys.”

Within four months the Marines on Iceland were replaced by Army troops and ordered to Camp Elliott in San Diego to begin training for war in the Pacific.

Every day off in California, Knuppel, Skeffington, and Ski would race north to Los Angeles to visit Skeffie’s brother, who tended bar at Mike Lyman’s. And each night off they’d creep back to camp at forty miles per hour, relying only on their parking lights because of wartime restrictions. Those restrictions, coupled with bellies full of booze, led to an abrupt, head-on meeting with a eucalyptus tree one night. Everyone in the car became a bloody mess—except for the diminutive Skeffington, who escaped unscathed, having passed out in the front passenger foot well. Those were simpler days.

Knuppel and Skeffington were assigned to the Second Battalion and Ski to the Third before shipping out. Their paths had crossed from time to time on Guadalcanal, New Zealand, and Tarawa. The Scout-Sniper platoon presented an opportunity for the trio to work together once more. Ski trusted these buddies and knew they shared his toughness and resourcefulness.

As he lifted his chin toward the clouds, the misting rain felt cool and invigorating on Ski’s face. He changed his course and began walking toward the Second Battalion’s camp. After a few inquiries, he located Knuppel’s tent.

“You dumb Hayshaker!” Ski hollered inside.

Knuppel stopped his A-Page-A-Day Diary scribbling and stood. “Ski! Good to see you again. What brings you around?”

“Coupla things. Got something to drink? How’s Skeff?”

“Didn’t you hear?” Knuppel dug a half-full bottle of Four Roses and two tin cups out of his footlocker, filled the cups, and passed one to Ski, “Skeffie got sent Stateside. The bug bit him one good.”

They clinked cups and Ski toasted, “To that little bastard. He always did have the luck of the Irish.”

“I saw him before he shipped out,” Knuppel took another sip, “and you know what that little shit said?”

Ski shook his head.

“He said, ‘Thank God I’m goin’ Stateside, ‘cause I think those Japs are tryin’ to kill me.’ ”

Ski chuckled, “Sound’s like Skeff.”

“He always had something to say about everything. Remember when we made port in Reykjavik? He yelled out to that motley crew of Limeys on the dock, ‘To hell with the Queen!’ ”

“Yeah, and they yelled back, ‘To hell with Shirley Temple!’ ”

“And remember that half mile of racks along the shore, all of ’em hanging with dried cod?”

“Who could forget that stink? We could smell it a mile out.”

“Well, Skeffie gave me a nudge and whispered, ‘Must be a girls’ finishing school nearby.’ ”

“He’s one damn funny little Irishman,” Ski laughed. “On Iceland, he’d always threaten me that if I didn’t marry Roxie, he would.”

“She still sending all those boxes of goodies? I have dreams about that huge Christmas package she sent you in Iceland.”

“That goddamn Skeff opened it while I was on a work detail. When I got back to our hut, that weasel had everything spread out on my cot, waving around a carton of Luckies saying ‘Roxie forgot to send you cigarettes!’ ”

“What a grifter.” Knuppel shook his head.

“Why in the hell did he ever start calling you the dumb Hayshaker?”

“That’s a story.”

“I got time,” Ski wiggled his empty cup back and forth. “Must be a hole in it.”

Knuppel poured more bourbon. “The name goes back to New Zealand. When Ol’ Skeffie got me out of a tangle with an usherette.”

“An usherette, no less.”

“I gotta confess, Ski, I’d never had a piece of tail before in my life until New Zealand.” Knuppel drank deeply. “One afternoon, I went to the opera house and there was this blonde usherette named Hazel. She’s sashayin’ up and down the aisle, up and down the aisle, hips working overtime, trying to get my attention, and naturally she does.”

“Naturally.”

“Then she starts giving me the ooo-la-la and smiling. Halfway through the movie, she sits down next to me and starts getting a little frisky, if you know what I mean. Well, one thing led to another, and she asked me to walk her home, so I walked her home. And, when we got there, she asked me up, so I went up. And then she asked me to spend the night. Well needless to say, a good time was had by all. That was my first piece of tail. At twenty-two.”

“A late bloomer.”

“Don’t think I didn’t make up for it in spades. Two weeks later, the next time I’m in Wellington, Hazel tells me, ‘We’ve got a problem. I’m pregnant.’

“So here I am in my first tangle with a dolly, and I’m in doo-doo up to my knees. I’m sweating bullets and didn’t know what to do. I wrote my Dad, I saw the chaplain, and finally I told Skeffie.”

“What did he say?”

“ ‘Farm boys…’ He shook his head and then he says ‘You should have come to me first. What’s her address? I’ll pay her a visit and see what I can do.’ ”

Knuppel emptied the bottle into their cups and continued, “You know what an operator Ol’ Skeffie is, always working on some kind of angle. If anybody could do something about it, he could. So, I gave him her address, and he went to see Hazel. When he came back a few hours later, he looks at me and starts laughing.

“What gives, I ask, but he can’t stop laughing.

“Finally, Skeffie said, ‘I didn’t raise you right, you poor dumb little Hayshaker! Didn’t you just meet her two weeks ago?’

“I said yeah.

“ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘Couldn’t you tell that somebody else’d already plowed the field? She’s noticeably pregnant!’

“How in the hell would I know that? I ask him, and Skeff puts his arm around me and says ‘Did you just fall off the hay wagon? You can tell by her belly bump! She’s showing, for Christ’s sake! She’s gotta be six months along.’

“When he stopped laughing, he told me not to worry, that he took care of it for me. And oh brother, did he ever. He told Hazel, ‘If you bring this up to our CO or try to make any trouble for my buddy Bill, I’ll have every damn Marine in Paekākāriki come in and swear that they spent the night with you.’ Then he says, ‘Next time take it easy, you dumb Hayshaker.’ Can you believe Ol’ Skeff?”

“To Skeff.” Ski offered a final toast that drained the cups dry.

“Gee, it sure is good to see you again, Ski,” Knuppel said. “But you didn’t come over just to talk about old times. What brings you by?”

“I don’t know how good you’ll feel about it after what I have to say…”

“You got bad news?”

“Yes and no. It all depends upon how you take it. Gentleman Jim tagged me to form a Scout-Sniper Platoon for the Regiment. He told me I’ve got the pick of anybody in the Sixth, and I pick you to be my platoon sergeant.”

“But Ski, I’m only a buck sergeant, a three striper.”


[image: Images]
Sergeant Bill Knuppel. Courtesy of the Knuppel family



“That makes no difference to me,” He pointed at Knuppel like a recruitment poster, “I want you! If you want it. This isn’t going to be like the line companies, it’s gonna be a rugged job, and I don’t want you if you’re not gonna be all in.”

“Don’t worry about me, Ski. I’m all in,” Knuppel smiled, and the two shook hands, “It’ll be my pleasure.”

“Then let’s get to work tomorrow. My tent at 0800. First job is drafting a notice to draw interest from the right men for the platoon. You go back to your diary scribbling, and I’ve got to finish off something for Roxie.”

“Send her my regards.”

As soon as Ski left, Knuppel returned to his diary. The smile quickly left his face. “…Over half my gear is gone, bed roll, sea bag, pack, helmet. Damn bunch of thieves around here. And as far as this camp goes, it’s fit for a dog. When it’s not raining, the dust is two feet thick. We haven’t got any water at camp and no showers at all. Here we are in the dirtiest camp in the world with no water to wash. What a lash-up.”






CHAPTER THREE Mr. Kansas City



“If you want to live all your life, you can join the Army, but if you became a USO soldier, I’d go over the hill to ‘pass among them.’ I’ll not be disgraced by you joining that outfit. One Marine eight ball is worth 150 dogfaces—this is our opinion of them. I’d also steer clear of the Navy. They’ve got too many rules and regulations for my tastes—a deck is OK, but I’ll do my fightin’ on the beach. Now, if you ain’t got good sense and want to hog all the fightin’ with the ‘death or glory’ boys, well, you know where to come.”

—Don Evans’s advice to his younger brother



January 12, 1944, 0900 Hours

Parker Ranch, M Company Encampment

Ski and Knuppel ignored liberty day, a Marine’s one day off a week, which the enlisted men used to tend to personal tasks. Those who hadn’t washed during the prior day’s rain took a much-needed Navy bath using up to four helmets-full of cistern water. Some laundered their tattered uniforms—or stole somebody else’s clean one left drying on a tent pole.

With Kona a little too far away for a day of diversion in the city, enlisted men leisurely read letters from home or gazed at pictures of wives and girlfriends left behind. More than one wolfishly ogled tattered pinups of Hollywood starlets like Dolores Moran, Elaine Shepard, and Maureen O’Hara.

If no mail arrived, they made the most of their time off playing cards, drinking Scottish products or other types of joy juice, and listening to phonographs spin records. Buddy Williams’s “When the Candle Lights Are Gleaming” and Vernon Dalhart’s “Blue Ridge Mountain Home” provided a brief trip home. Many of even the hardest Marines found Deanna Durbin’s “Beneath the Lights of Home” a little hard to take.
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Maureen O’Hara. Leatherneck Magazine, September 1943



Having enjoyed a leisurely breakfast of “shoe leather” hotcakes, bacon, and powdered eggs, Private First Class Don Evans and two of his buddies lingered in M Company’s mess tent. The trio sat quietly sorting packages, V-Mails, and letters into chronological order. Hal Moore, a wiry wrestler from Oklahoma, sat beside Evans; across the table from them, “Wild Bill” Emerick. A tough-looking club fighter out of Chicago, Emerick was the kind of guy who wouldn’t take lightly the opinion that his mother was ugly—the sort of guy you wouldn’t want to run into in a dark alley.


[image: Images]
Don Evans (center) competes in the “Mr. Kansas City” contest. Courtesy of Steve Evans



Emerick sporadically guffawed, reading a book of jokes his wife Eleanor had sent. Once in a while he broke the silence with, “Listen to this one…” But Evans and Moore had already started to chuckle before he could tell the joke. Not in anticipation, but because of the way their buddy spoke out of the right side of his mouth—a consequence of taking one too many right hooks—“from King Lewinsky,” Emerick explained. “N’ dontcha know, I beat him to a pulp,” he’d boast. No one questioned his veracity.

Emerick’s bruising appearance contrasted with that of Don Evans. In high school, the blue-eyed, larger-than-life Evans had been the star of every Southeast Knights’ team and a heartthrob to the schoolgirls. He was built like a Greek god, with a naturally chiseled physique that had won him the “Mr. Kansas City” contest not once, but twice.

That title bore a certain irony now, when a clean-shaved face and neatly pressed clothes were about as far away as Kansas City.

Evans had turned down a football scholarship to the University of Kansas for the Marine Corps. Shortly after arriving at Boot Camp he wrote his parents, “The first twenty-one days is going to be hell if you can’t take it, and several of ’em can’t. Right now, we’re only boots and scum. If you don’t think too much and don’t take anything too seriously, you can have a good time. These drill sergeants can’t bother me, but I get a kick outta the other fellows’ misery.”

Evans’s first taste of war came on Guadalcanal, mopping up. An inaccurate description; there was nothing janitorial about it.

On an anti-sniper patrol Evans, Moore, and Emerick had come across four Marines lying wounded on a dirt road, writhing on the ground where they had fallen. Strafing machine gun bullets were kicking up puffs of dirt and debris around the injured, as a torturous taunt. It was a common ploy of the Japanese not to immediately kill the injured, but to use them as bait.

With no regard for themselves, the three rushed to the aid of their comrades. The rescue was successful, but Evans was shot in the chest. The bullet narrowly missed his heart, penetrated his lung and exited near his belt line. As a jeep raced Evans’s still body and the other wounded back to camp, his two buddies thought he was dead.

That night the skies released torrential rains while Japanese Zeros unleashed a storm of their own. Bombs and machine gun fire showed no respect for the field hospital where Evans had been taken.

The rainfall rapidly filled the dugout where Evans and other wounded were waiting for care. Their cries were unheard in the chaos. Mr. Kansas City managed to crawl from his stretcher and get help to save the others from drowning.

The following day Evans was evacuated by plane to a better-equipped Naval hospital in the New Hebrides. Less than two weeks later, he had made a miraculous recovery, but doctors told him that his fighting days were over. He was being sent home.

“Over?” the brash Jayhawk told the doctors, “I just got here.”

To avoid a premature trip Stateside, Evans dressed himself and went AWOL. Stowing away on a transport vessel bound for Guadalcanal, he returned to his astonished buddies three weeks after they had carted him from battle.

Evans consoled his worried parents from the brig where he was sent for going AWOL: “It was considerate of the government to send you that telegram, but unnecessary as I ain’t got no sores, goddammit. I gotta little red spot on my chest and lower back. I hope you folks didn’t worry about that, as it was of a slight nature. So, everyone can stop prayin’ for my quick recovery. It didn’t kill me, goddammit.”

He was also leniently fined five dollars a month in pay for a period of one month. During his time in the brig, the Corps gave Evans a Silver Star for his part in rescuing his fellow Marines and risking his life in the process.

Having served in the Corps together for almost two years and survived both Guadalcanal and Tarawa, Evans, Moore, and Emerick had formed an inseparable bond. The trio were as thick as thieves.

Mess men noisily clattered about, cleaning up after breakfast and preparing for lunch. Evans and Moore opened packages, read mail, and laughed each time Emerick chortled, “Here’s another one…”

Besides letters from his folks, a copious number of fragrant letters and V-Mails lay in front of Evans. Dottie’s smelled of lilacs and Elaine’s of rose-water. Kathleen, melodramatic and silly, had sealed hers with a kiss. And Judy, a sawed-off little redhead, had written to him twice in the same day.

After reading and then crumpling a puzzling V-Mail from his mom, Evans opened a lilac-scented envelope. “Dearest Donny,” the enclosed letter began,


I was so glad to hear from you once again. It’s been a good three months or more since your last letter, and I was awfully worried because I knew hell was popping over there, and you wouldn’t be happy unless you were in the middle of it.

At the present time I am in class, and the teacher just said that I might start taking notes at any time now to good advantage. Don’t think I’ll do that!

I haven’t heard from my brother Ross for more than three weeks. Mother got a letter on Christmas day from him but since then they haven’t heard, either. As far as we know he is still in Sicily, but they have been shipping a lot of the boys back to England in preparation for the new second front on the drive into Germany. Ross sent a Christmas box home that was quite interesting—twenty-two Italian chevrons, a wristwatch, a leather billfold from North Africa, some German cigars, a bullet, two blouses, and some lingerie. That’s all I can think of at the present.

During the Christmas vacation I called your mother, and she said that she hadn’t heard from you for some time. She had hopes that you were on your way home. So, naturally we had our hopes up too. But, no. You say it will be quite a spell before you’ll be home.

My gosh, do you realize that you’ve been gone almost two years? And that some people back here would like to see you again? Namely, me, if you need an example.

Time’s running short, best I should hurry. Haven’t taken a single note this hour but I have received some awfully nasty looks.

Evidently you haven’t been getting my mail because I know I have written several times since September 11. I guess you cover so much territory and jump around so much that you miss out on some of the mail.

With love, Dottie



Evans stared blankly at the page of bright blue cursive. Taking in a deep breath of the lilac-laced envelope, he exhaled mightily, and pondered the ceiling of the mess for a moment.

Looking at his mother’s crushed V-Mail, he regretted his actions and attempted to smooth the wrinkled paper. Then, picking up a pen and a blank piece of V-Mail, Evans responded, but not to Dottie.


Dear Mom,

You know what I was looking for when I joined the Marine Corps, well I’ve had several solid years of it, and I’ve enjoyed every one of them. This war came at the most opportune time, and now I’ve found my calling. The Corps offers everything I’ve been looking for, and I’ve become a first class fighting man.

I’ve lost a lot of buddies along the way, but Hal Moore, Emerick, and me came thru the assault on Tarawa unscathed. The Japs said it would take a million men one hundred years to grab that island, but we Marines did it in three bloody days.

Thank Dottie for her nice letter, but aren’t there any men back there at all? I’ve got too many women on the string that do too much wishful thinkin’. I’ll have to sign up for four more years overseas duty just to escape ’em all. So, please don’t tell any more gals to write me ’cause I won’t be able to answer. I’m writing to Jean, Dottie, Judy, Kathleen, and Jeanette back home, one in La Jolla to whom I am betrothed, and a fiancée in New Zealand—a Maori girl, but oh my!

This Marine Corps versus Japan fight has the earmarks of a long & delightfully violent scrap, and I’m not about to miss out on any of it. I thoroughly enjoy a good healthy war, and the Marine Corps is no place for a married man.

Here’s commentary on that lecture you gave me. I’m sure burned up over it and can’t figger it out at all.

If you think I’m the sweet, clean, sensitive, sheltered, Sunday school lad that you think I am, why somebody is awful deluded. I’ve been livin’, you know, and I’ve matured a little along the way. I’ve had about ten years of experience crammed into these last few years.

This war ain’t being fought in church, not in this part of the world, anyhow. This jungle fighting don’t follow the rules, and a pistol provides more comfort to me than a Bible. Your continual worrying and praying has got to come to an end.

And if you’re going to do a lot of wishful thinking, count me out. What little enjoyment I partake in along the road is up to me. I’ll enjoy life while I can. And as far as women go, those Maori gals are a lot cleaner than those in California. What do you want me to do, ask ’em for a medical certification before dating ’em?

Emerick says, “What my people don’t know won’t worry ’em, so I don’t tell ’em much.” I think he’s got the right idea. So much for that.

Well, so this letter don’t appear too austere, I’ll add a belated Happy New Year.

Love, Don



Having overstayed their welcome in the mess, the three gathered their mail and headed to their tent to listen to a record Moore’s little sister had sent, one of his favorites: Gene Autry’s “Red River Valley.”

“Dontcha know,” Emerick read out of his joke book, “he’s one of the three Polish cowboys, Gene Koo-yea, Gene Dobry, and Gene Autry.”






CHAPTER FOUR Borawski Done It



“In the Marine Corps the preference was for people eighteen to twenty years old because we just didn’t have any sense. Like I say, we was a crazy bunch. We was nuts. Not many like us in the Marine Corps, I don’t think.”

—Bob Smotts



January 12, 1944, Liberty Day

Parker Ranch, Shortly after Breakfast at A Company

During morning chow, four Marine privates overheard some corporal talking about a mythical place allegedly nearby. Listening intently to snippets of scuttlebutt going back and forth across the different dining tables, Walter Borawski latched onto a bit of news that their corporal’s pal had heard from somebody who had a friend at headquarters, who had heard it on some colonel’s radio. Borawski picked up certain key words—canned peaches, cigarettes, cigars, and liquor. The rumor had something to do with an Army supply depot near Kona, or maybe it was a Navy Officer’s Club on the road to Hilo. He wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter. It was liberty day, so the four decided they needed to go on a mission: Operation booze run.

The four of them began to scheme as they left the mess tent. Deep in thought, they walked past a jeep with its motor running. Three of the privates continued to walk on, but Borawski stopped dead in his tracks.

“So, what if we borrow the jeep?” That was his epiphany.

After all, it wasn’t a Marine jeep; it was an Army captain’s, so it was fair game. Acting purposefully, without a word, Borawski hopped in the driver’s seat and hollered out to his buddies, “Let’s go!”

“We’ll be back quicker than a cat can lick his ass,” Alfred Yunker, a Wisconsin farm boy, pledged to Bobbie Gene Smotts and Daniel Kenny as they all piled on board.

Glancing around cautiously, Borawski depressed the clutch, threw the stick shift into first gear, and let the clutch out. The vehicle lurched forward and stalled out. He tried again, and it bucked forward—not stalling out this time, but the herky-jerky getaway began to attract unwanted attention and wasn’t as speedy as hoped.

“You do know how to drive, don’t you?” Kenny goaded.

Borawski confessed he did not. Although he had committed various and sundry offenses in his hometown of “Sin City”—Utica, New York—stealing a car was not one of them.

“Move over,” Kenny said, and the two traded places. The instant Kenny took the wheel, the spinning tires kicked up a cloud of dust, and the jeep shot off. Careening at breakneck speed, Kenny zigzagged furiously, avoiding numerous potholes in the bumpy dirt road. The jeep zoomed around blind curves as Smotts, Borawski, and Yunker laughed hysterically and held on for dear life.

As a tough little street urchin from Corktown, the Irish ghetto of Detroit, Daniel “Red” Kenny had grown up better versed in rolling drunks and stealing from hucksters than in his ABCs. He had graduated to armed robbery and begun running wild with the Irish gangs, excelling as a wheelman. The chippies of Corktown thought him handsome in a wicked way, with his shock of bright russet hair and a slightly scarred face. Handsome didn’t help in the Marines, but the wicked ways did.

Seeing a slight hill in the road a hundred yards away, Kenny put the gas pedal to the floor. The privates gleefully whooped and hollered. The jeep hit the crest at full speed, all four tires left the ground, and everyone flew straight up out of their seats. Upon landing, Kenny quickly slammed on the brakes, drawing applause from his buddies.

Closing in on Hilo and noticing a group of buildings surrounded by a formidable fence, Kenny slowed to a crawl.

“That place’s locked up tighter than a gnat’s ass,” Yunker observed with a degree of reverence. He gestured for Kenny to pull off the road and drive behind a clump of brush, then silently motioned for Borawski to follow him on a reconnaissance mission. They pretended to hitchhike while inconspicuously casing the facility.

“Dammit,” Borawski muttered. An old Nash with two passengers drew close and slowed to a stop.

The man driving told them to get in.

Needing to scare off the unwelcome assistance, Yunker noticed a woman sitting in the front passenger seat. He draped himself on her door, leered through the open window, and sneered, “Nice.”

The Nash sped off.

Free of witnesses, the pair soon reported back to Smotts and Kenny: No guards or sentries observed on foot patrol. One guard at the main gate on the east side. Barbed wire fencing and a coil of the spiked wire at the top. There had to be something worthwhile inside.

“This ain’t gonna be a piece of cake.” Borawski shook his head.

Smotts sat down on a coconut log and calmly lit a cigarette. “What if…” “How about…” “Why don’t…” He listened to his buddies’ hare-brained schemes and finished his lazy smoke before joining in the conversation.

“I was raised to be prepared.” Smotts’s eyes twinkled as he produced a pair of wire cutters. “I come by my expertise naturally as an Okie.” Back home in Hominy, Smotts’s grandfather had been rumored to be a horse thief and bank robber, a member of the notorious Oklahombres. “Like I say,” Smotts said in his nasal twang, “I ain’t no Boy Scout.”
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Plaza Theater Stages ‘Beauty’ Contest—
The Plaza Theater will hold a “Male Beauty Contest” tonight
at 9 o'clock. The contestants will parade before the audience
and the winner will be judged by the amount of applause he
receives. Johnny O’'Connor is shown here with Don Evans,
center, who won the title of Mr. Kansas City last year, and George
Brunker. right, who was runher-up. The management of the
theater is still accepting enirants for the contest.
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