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  My Rifle




  The Creed of a United States Marine




  By Major General William H. Rupertus, USMC




  Published March 13, 1942, in Marine Corps Chevron




  This is my rifle. There are many like it, but this one is mine.




  My rifle is my best friend. It is my life. I must master it as I must master my life.




  My rifle, without me, is useless. Without my rifle, I am useless. I must fire my rifle true. I must shoot straighter than my enemy who is trying to kill me. I must shoot him before he shoots me. I will . . .




  My rifle and myself know that what counts in war is not the rounds we fire, the noise of our burst, nor the smoke we make. We know that it is the hits that count. We will hit . . .




  My rifle is human, even as I, because it is my life. Thus, I will learn it as a brother. I will learn its weaknesses, its strength, its parts, its accessories, its sights and its barrel. I will ever guard it against the ravages of weather and damage as I will ever guard my legs, my arms, my eyes, and my heart against damage. I will keep my rifle clean and ready, even as I am clean and ready. We will become part of each other. We will . . .




  Before God, I swear this creed. My rifle and myself are the defenders of my country. We are the masters of our enemy.




  We are the saviors of my life.




  So be it, until victory is America’s and there is no enemy, but peace!







  



  
Introduction





  HE LED AMERICA’S FIRST GROUND VICTORY AGAINST THE JAPANESE IN THE Pacific, at Tulagi Island; commanded the 1st Marine Division in the Pacific War longer than any other general; commanded the United States’ first amphibious attack in World War II; personally escorted the First Lady of the United States on her wartime trip to Melbourne, Australia; wrote the famed Marine Corps “Rifleman’s Creed”; and had a destroyer, the USS Rupertus, DD-851, named in his honor.




  Yet no biographical account has been written about Major General William Rupertus and his time as one of America’s great wartime commanders in the Pacific—until now.




  This book features a “literary nonfiction” style. Dialogue is provided throughout to supplement the great historical points telling the general’s story commanding the famed 1st Marine Division, known as “the Old Breed.”




  Although dialogue ties this story together in an action-packed manner, we also include direct quotations from General Rupertus’s wartime diary, showing his notes contemporaneously with the events. Rupertus’s journal and his personal war correspondence provide our most accurate and authentic information source, never before publicly revealed until the publication of this book.




  Rupertus commanded four great victories in World War II, including (1) the first American victory at Tulagi, (2) the final major land battle at Guadalcanal, (3) the Battle of Cape Gloucester, and (4) the Battle of Peleliu.




  To our knowledge, until this book’s publication, no other book has ever given significant details on the Battle of Tulagi Island, which is surprising, because Tulagi was America’s first ground war victory against the Japanese in the Pacific.




  One notation should be made concerning Guadalcanal’s final major land battle and the island’s bloodiest battle, called the “Battle for Henderson Field,” which was featured partially in HBO’s miniseries The Pacific, highlighting the heroic exploits of Medal of Honor winner Sergeant John Basilone.




  Several histories recount this battle, which lasted over three days, from October 23 to October 25, 1942. All historical accounts agree on one essential point: Major General Alexander Vandegrift, then the commander of the 1st Marine Division, before later becoming commandant of the Marine Corps in 1944, left Guadalcanal on October 23 with Commandant Holcomb to fly to New Caledonia for talks with Admiral Halsey.




  Before Vandegrift left, he brought his assistant division commander, Brigadier General Rupertus, to Guadalcanal from nearby Tulagi to assume command in his absence. On this point, all historical accounts agree.




  Because some biographies were written six decades after the fact, along with oral histories that suffer from fading memories, recollections can differ. One work, published in 2002, sixty years after the battle, correctly placed General Rupertus in command of ground forces when Vandegrift left for New Caledonia. But that author suggests that before Vandegrift left, Rupertus became afflicted with dengue fever, a mosquito-borne virus, and therefore could not carry out his command duties during the battle.




  While it is true that Rupertus, like so many Marines on Guadalcanal, suffered at times from mosquito-borne dengue fever, the most accurate historical evidence shows Rupertus remained in command during the Battle for Henderson Field. This fact is revealed in another fine book that we recommend, No Bended Knee: The Battle for Guadalcanal, an autobiographical account written by General Merrill Twining, who at Guadalcanal was a lieutenant colonel and served as Vandegrift’s operations officer during the battle.




  As operations officer, Twining took direct orders from the commanding general and relayed those orders to subordinates in the field like Lieutenant Colonels Chesty Puller, Herman Hanneken, and others. In the best position of any Marine to know who was in command, because he took orders directly from the commander, Twining shows Rupertus actively in command during the Battle for Henderson Field, in Vandegrift’s absence.




  In addition to Twining’s fine autobiography, Rupertus’s command of the battle is supported not only by official US Marine Corps and Navy records but also in the extensive, authoritative work titled Pearl Harbor to Guadal-canal: History of U.S. Marine Corps Operations in World War II, Volume I, by Lieutenant Colonel Frank O. Hough, USMCR, Major Verle E. Ludwig, USMC, and Henry I. Shaw Jr.




  Beyond all that, General Rupertus, in his wartime diary, which he kept each day of battle, corroborates Twining’s account. The war diary shows details of Rupertus commanding the battle, leaving no doubt about the active chain of command during the fight. Rupertus’s detailed diary keeps exact timelines of the events and commands surrounding the battle, and it aligns with the record of events by Twining and official USMC records.




  On October 27, 1942, once the battle ended, Rupertus returned to Tulagi to recover from dengue fever, as recorded in his battle diary and 1st Marine Division Record of Events. Before that, he remained in command for the Battle for Henderson Field. Based on the best historical evidence, any contradictory account marks a mistake in recollection. In fairness, no other authors have had access to General Rupertus’s war diary, and so excerpts from the diary have not been publicly revealed until publication of this book.




  Before World War II, Rupertus served with the China Marines during two stints in the 1920s and 1930s, where he witnessed the brutal Japanese bombing and slaughter of two hundred thousand Chinese military and civilians in Shanghai in 1937. Rupertus knew the Japanese enemy as well as (if not better than) any senior officer in the American military.




  Our historical research for this work is based on numerous official US Navy and Marine Corps records and other archival sources recounting the Marines’ invasion of the Solomon Islands, Cape Gloucester, and Peleliu, as well as the Rupertus family’s extensive private collection. That collection includes not only the general’s war diary and personal writings revealing his account of the war but also numerous letters, photographs, notes, and articles from wartime leaders such as MacArthur, Nimitz, Vandegrift, and Eleanor Roosevelt.




  A final important note: During the war, phrases such as “Japs” and other terms that are now considered derogatory were commonly used in the heated passion of the era. The inclusion of those terms in this book is not meant to slur our Japanese friends and allies, who today stand with the United States, but rather to reflect the historical authenticity of those times.




  We hope you will find this story enjoyable, and we especially hope we have done justice to the general and the great men serving under his command.




  Semper Fi.




  —Amy Rupertus Peacock and Don Brown







  



  
Prologue





  WAR FEVER.




  Like a great tsunami flooding a vulnerable beach, a red-hot dose of angry war fever flowed through America’s veins at the beginning of 1942.




  Images of the American fleet smoldering at Pearl Harbor, with 2,300 Americans killed in one fell swoop, ignited a fire throughout the country that would not be extinguished.




  Following Pearl Harbor, another unforgettable image emerged: Americans standing in lines. All over the country, long lines snaked hundreds of yards in front of military recruiting stations. The lines formed at dawn in the days following Pearl Harbor, with thousands of young men all around the country, many standing in the cold, anxious to take vengeance on Japan.




  Like no other time in American history, Americans primed themselves for war. But war fever exceeded America’s ability to prosecute a war.




  January 1, 1942.




  Three weeks had passed since Pearl Harbor. In the rumored words of the great Japanese admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, the man who orchestrated the attack, Japan had “awakened a sleeping giant.”




  On this New Year’s Day, with the nation at war, the US government banned new car sales, mustering steel to produce ships, tanks, and other military weapons.




  Despite America’s industrial potential, a decade of unpreparedness left the United States far behind her adversaries in Berlin and Tokyo.




  And while Congress declared war on Japan, Germany, and Italy the day after Pearl Harbor, President Franklin Roosevelt’s two-front strategy, in practical application, would devolve into first winning the war in Europe and then later finishing off Japan.




  The US Army’s greatest fighting generals—Dwight Eisenhower, George S. Patton Jr., Matthew Ridgway, Mark Clark, and Omar Bradly—were all dispatched to Europe, with one exception. Roosevelt ordered the great Douglas MacArthur to the Pacific to establish the army’s Pacific Military Command in the Philippines.




  But for MacArthur, America’s Pacific campaign quickly turned disastrous.




  As the Japanese tightened the noose around American and Filipino forces, President Roosevelt ordered MacArthur to flee from the Philippines.




  The American military’s immediate goals in the Pacific devolved into (1) stop the bleeding, (2) save General MacArthur, and (3) mount a counteroffensive against the Japanese.




  On March 11, 1942, with the help of the US Navy, MacArthur and his party escaped on four US Navy PT boats, slicing through the rough waters of the Philippine Sea, playing hide-and-seek with the Imperial Japanese Navy, which controlled all the waters around the Philippine Islands with its naval blockade. MacArthur’s capture or death would mean a major symbolic and tactical victory for Japan. That could not happen.




  The responsibility of extricating MacArthur fell on Navy Lieutenant John D. Bulkeley, who commanded a small, fast-moving PT boat flotilla. With MacArthur and his family aboard, Bulkeley’s boats dodged Japanese warships and submarines. They zigzagged through rough, dangerous waters, navigating from Corregidor to the southern tip of the Philippines to Mindanao, which remained under Allied control.




  At Mindanao, MacArthur and his family and staff boarded a B-17 bound for Australia. On March 21, MacArthur arrived in Melbourne, where, having been run off by the Japs, he made his immortal “I shall return” speech to the people of the Philippines.




  On April 9, 1942, with MacArthur secluded in Australia, Major General Edward King, defying MacArthur’s orders, surrendered more than seventy-five thousand US and Filipino forces to the Japanese. Bataan marked the most significant American defeat in World War II and the largest troop surrender in American military history, triggering the brutal Bataan Death March.




  From Pearl Harbor to the American surrender at Bataan, the Pacific situation worsened. Aside from Doolittle’s symbolic victory in the airstrike against Tokyo, which killed about fifty Japanese on April 18, the Pacific war heavily favored the Japanese. In early 1942, the Japanese sliced through large swathes of the Pacific. The Japanese were dominating, and America needed a win.




  With MacArthur sidelined in the Philippines, the US Navy and Marine Corps, led by Admiral Chester Nimitz as commander-in-chief of the Pacific Theater, would prosecute the bulk of the Pacific War until the army finished the job in Europe.




  The disastrous military situation in the Pacific weighed upon the US Marine Corps’ senior officers, including Brigadier General William H. Rupertus. Soon Rupertus would take command of the 1st Marine Division in the Pacific. But first, the division would have to be formed and made ready for battle.




  As 1941 turned to 1942, Rupertus possessed a significant advantage over most officers in the US military. He had twice seen the Japanese, up close and personal.




  During Rupertus’s time in China, Chiang Kai-shek had unified his nationalist forces to try and suppress the Communist rebellion. At the same time, the Japanese showed increasing belligerency within China.




  Rupertus’s first tour to Peking, from 1929 to 1932, ended with greater personal hardship than any military encounter with America’s future enemy. In Peking, Rupertus lost his first wife and two children to scarlet fever. Rupertus nearly died himself from the fever and remained quarantined in a Peking hospital as the Marine Corps shipped his family’s bodies back to America for burial.
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  4th Marines officers of the Peking Legation. (USMC PHOTO)




  In the spring of 1937, as America struggled through the last years of the Great Depression, the Marine Corps again sent Rupertus to China, this time to Shanghai. Now a lieutenant colonel, Rupertus would return to the 4th Marines to command the Marine detachment guarding American interests in the International Settlement. Like his earlier tour in Peking, the Shanghai tour started as an accompanied tour, as Marine officers were allowed to bring their wives and families.




  From April 20, 1937, when they arrived in China aboard USS President Polk, Shanghai proved to be an enchanting duty station through the rest of the spring and summer, at least for “Sleepy,” Rupertus’s second wife. The city offered unmatched oriental beauty and cultural richness.




  Yes, the Japanese had invaded Manchuria six years earlier, in 1931, and still maintained an occupation force there. But Manchuria stood a long way from Shanghai, and though in 1932 the Japanese bombed Chapei, a suburb of Shanghai, killing one thousand civilians, Lieutenant Colonel Rupertus hoped that Japanese belligerency had ended.




  But on August 13, 1937, Japanese tanks, artillery, and infantrymen rolled into Shanghai to begin one of the bloodiest occupations in world history. All American dependents, including Sleepy, were ordered to evacuate. But Rupertus and his China Marines stayed behind to guard the American sector of the International Settlement, where, from the front lines, they witnessed incredible Japanese savagery.
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  On the USS Polk with fellow Marine friends, the Masters and Krulaks.




  Americans paid little attention to China until October 1937, when on October 4 Life published a black-and-white photograph showing a Chinese baby in the bombed-out remnants of the South Shanghai railway station. The unidentified baby sat alone on the tracks, crying. The child’s mother lay dead nearby, killed by bombs dropped on the city by Japan. The photograph became known as “Bloody Saturday,” and by the end of October 1937, in an era long before the internet, 136 million people worldwide had seen the photo.
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  Photo by H. S. Wong taken on “Bloody Saturday.” Shanghai, China, August 28, 1937.




  The photo ignited outrage against Japan, but it marked only a small example of the carnage witnessed by Rupertus and his men every single day in Shanghai.




  During three months in 1937, from August 13 to November 26, the Japanese slaughtered 200,000 Chinese in Shanghai alone. At the time the world’s sixth-largest city, an international trade center before the attack, it was reduced to a massive ruin.




  For perspective, this massive military slaughter in the late summer and early fall of 1937 came four years before Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. In one city alone, Shanghai, Japan killed half the number of people (200,000) that America would later lose (405,000) over four years in World War II. Historians estimate that more than twelve million, possibly up to twenty million, Chinese died at the hands of the brutal Japanese.




  Four years after Shanghai, in late 1941 and into 1942, Japan turned its full military might against the United States. After Pearl Harbor, and after the Philippines’ fall and Allied naval defeats at the Battle of Java Sea, the Japanese were winning the war in the Pacific.




  Now William Rupertus received a new assignment: not to China, but to the South Pacific, to eventually command the 1st Marine Division, which he would command longer than any other general in the war, and defeat the Japanese in the hot, muggy, mosquito-ridden, malaria-infested islands north of Australia.




  First, however, his new assignment in March 1942 was to help his friend General Alexander Vandegrift form and train the 1st Marine Division before leading them in the Pacific. They would soon be in the Pacific by June and in battle by August.




  Rupertus and his Marines would stand as a fighting wall between the Japanese advance and the Australian mainland, where General MacArthur and his staff had retreated to avoid capture.




  The consequences were dire. Rupertus knew Japanese capabilities. He knew that he and his Marines must defeat them on the ground in the South Pacific islands to win the war.




  American victory or American defeat in the Pacific hung in the balance.




  Old Breed General tells an immortal story of love, tragedy, family, and honor, encapsulating the true American spirit of William Rupertus, the kind of spirit that made America the greatest superpower in world history.







  

  
Chapter 1





  The South Pacific




  US Naval Task Force (Task Force TARE)




  Course 360 Degrees (Course Due North)




  On Approach to the Solomon Islands (40 Miles SW of Guadalcanal)




  August 6, 1942




  2200 Hours




  They moved seamlessly through the ocean, cutting a course to the north, through the dark waters of the South Pacific. There were eighty of them altogether, a massive American naval armada that somehow had avoided destruction at Pearl Harbor. They steamed on a secret mission, with the fate of the war—and of the world—in the balance.




  Visibility remained poor across the sea. If they could have seen through the clouds above, for many of them, tonight would mark the last night they would view the heavens displayed in their glory above the Earth.




  These were the men of the 1st Marine Division. If the troop transport ships carrying them were lucky enough to avoid being torpedoed by a Japanese submarine lurking below the surface, tomorrow they would face the Japanese army’s fury.




  Of course, the Japs would also get their version of hell, US Marine Corps style. Only one thing remained certain: Some would never come home.




  On board the lead transport ship, the USS Neville, the Marines ordered to the tip of the American spear twisted in their racks. A few got some shut-eye. Many could not sleep. These Marines would be the first Americans to fire weapons against the Japanese in America’s island-hopping campaign to retake the South Pacific.




  Tomorrow would mark D-Day of “Operation Watchtower,” launching America’s invasion of the Solomon Islands.




  So far the Japanese had dominated the US Army on the ground. The army’s stunning defeat in the Philippines, driving General MacArthur’s retreat to Australia, marked one of America’s greatest military defeats.




  Since Pearl Harbor, Japan had conquered the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, the Dutch East Indies, Wake Island, and New Britain. The Japanese were flushed with victory, as Allied losses mounted. The losses had to end, or America could lose the war.




  In the command spaces aboard the Neville, Brigadier General William Rupertus, 1st Marine Division assistant commander and the man leading the first wave into battle, replayed the battle plans in his mind. His naval task force, code-named “Squadron Yoke,” would steam north through the South Pacific, north of Australia, on a course just west of Guadalcanal.




  Sometime around 2230 hours local time, the ships of Squadron Yoke and its sister task force, “Squadron X-Ray,” would execute a course correction in the water to the northeast. From there they would steam past the east end of Guadalcanal, destined for a sunrise attack against three islands north of Guadalcanal: Tulagi, Gavutu, and Florida. Like angry hornets swarming a hive, Japanese infantry infested those islands with military airfields capable of sinking the invasion fleet.




  America had called on Rupertus and his Marines to reverse the ground war in the Pacific, break the Japs’ backs, and push them back to Tokyo. That began in the Solomon Islands, with the large airfield being built by the Japanese on Guadalcanal as their target. But before attacking Guadalcanal, they first had to attack and neutralize Tulagi and Gavutu.




  For these Marines, their war started at sunrise. America needed victory on the ground. It started with them. They all knew it.




  Rupertus, the second-highest-ranking Marine in the entire task force, served under the 1st Marine Division commander, Major General Alexander Vandegrift. Rupertus and Vandegrift had spent the spring in New River, North Carolina, assembling the newly formed 1st Marine Division and training them to fight.




  As they planned for the Pacific, Vandegrift tabbed Rupertus to command the Marines’ first offensive against Japan on Tulagi and Gavutu Islands before launching against Guadalcanal. Over 1,300 miles to the south, behind the ships’ churning propellers, across the dark waters of the Coral Sea, General Douglas MacArthur, holed up in his headquarters in Brisbane, awaited news from the naval/Marine task force.




  Above and beyond Vandegrift, Nimitz, and MacArthur, the entire senior American military command, including President Roosevelt, would be watching the Marines’ performance.




  The American strategy for conquering the Pacific would start with Tulagi, the former British colonial capital in the Solomon Islands, and then quickly pivot to Guadalcanal.
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  Solomons Island, Maryland, April 1942. Review of the 1st Marine Division’s amphibious training with Brigadier General DeValle, Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox, Marine Commandant Holcomb, and Brigadier General Rupertus. (USMC PHOTO)
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  General Rupertus with Secretary Knox. (USMC PHOTO)




  
[image: chpt_fig_003]





  Map from Once a Marine: The Memoirs of General A. A. Vandegrift by Robert Asprey.




  From there, after defeating the Japanese in the western Solomons, the 1st Marine Division would cross the ocean in navy ships, moving north and west, attacking island after island, tightening the noose around Japan’s neck and moving closer to the enemy before the final, bloody invasion of the Japanese homeland.




  But first America needed victory against the Japs somewhere on the ground.




  The Marine Corps chose Bill Rupertus, fifty-two years old, fit with blue eyes, a square jaw, and the wrinkles of a warrior, to spearhead the first attack. But why Rupertus? Why not someone else?




  Perhaps his broad experience? Perhaps his service in World War I and Haiti in the Banana Wars? Perhaps because he authored the famed “Rifleman’s Creed” right after Pearl Harbor, recited by every Marine in boot camp and memorized by all Marines going into battle?




  Perhaps because of his time with the China Marines in Peking from 1928 to 1931, when he lost his wife and two children to scarlet fever, and then Shanghai in 1937 and 1938, which gave him an up-close-and-personal look at the Japanese enemy.




  He never forgot his time in Shanghai, where, day after day, his Marines guarded their three-and-a-half-mile-long sector while watching the Chinese and Japanese battle before their eyes. They stood firm along the barriers but were ordered to hold fire.




  They witnessed death and destruction, were taunted by Japanese soldiers, and were under constant stray gunfire. Rupertus and his men saw brave volunteers from the Shanghai Municipal Force scurrying into the streets to remove the bodies and connect missing families during lulls in the bombing.




  No matter the reason for being selected, Rupertus and his men were ready.




  As war drums thumped in the distance, growing louder by the moment across the waters, and as the task force closed in on the Solomons, thoughts of family surfaced.


  

    The thing about going into battle, or even sailing through enemy waters where a single torpedo could take out an entire ship, is that you never know
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  Rupertus and officers of the 4th Marines, International Settlement, Shanghai, China, August 1937.
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  Rupertus and his wife, Sleepy, with Marine officers and wives, survey damage after the Japanese bombing of Shanghai.
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  Damaged buildings in Shanghai.




  whether you will see your family again. Sleepy, his second wife and more than twenty years his junior, exuded energy, beauty, and charm. She became his life’s love, stayed beside him through thick and thin, and restored him from the doldrums after his first family died.
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  Alice Hill Rupertus, known as “Sleepy” Rupertus.
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  Major Rupertus.




  Alice Hill had earned the nickname “Sleepy” as a child and also as an adult, as her eyes could captivate and mesmerize a man into a “sleepy” trance in a palpitating instant. And she affected Rupertus that way, even now, separated by eight thousand miles and on the other side of the world.




  Rupertus checked his watch. By now it was mid-morning back in Washington. He could see her, in his mind, sitting at home with her sisters, her shiny dark brown hair bouncing on her shoulders, her fair skin like a princess, her blue eyes like sparkling sapphires in the sun.




  After he lost his first son and daughter, Sleepy gave him an unexpected new excitement for life when, on August 18, 1939, Patrick Hill Rupertus was born.
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  Rupertus holding his son, Patrick Hill Rupertus, in September 1939.




  Little Patrick, an irrepressible energy ball, would be three years old on August 18. Rupertus had already lost one family. He couldn’t bear never seeing Sleepy and Patrick again.




  But he could not entertain those thoughts. The task before his Marines required focus on the mission alone. He checked his watch again. Ten hours to go. Ten hours to the beginning of bloodshed.




  Ten hours until the beginning of victory.







  

  
Chapter 2





  The South Pacific




  Japanese Garrison




  Tulagi Island (Solomon Islands)




  August 6, 1942




  2215 Hours




  Commander Masaaki Suzuki looked out from his bunker, out over the ocean, out into the night. This close to the water, the warm nighttime breeze carried humidity from the tropical jungle. The lapping waves against the sand created a false serenity, about to be turned upside-down.




  They were out there, the Americans. He knew it in his gut. Sooner or later, they would come. But when they came, he would be ready. And so would his men. The Solomons, starting with Tulagi, would not be lost for Japan.




  In January 1942, Imperial Japanese Navy warplanes commenced bombing Tulagi around the clock, attacking the seat of the British government in the Solomons. Once the heart of the British Solomon Islands protectorate, Tulagi housed the British governor’s mansion on the southeast side of the island, with a golf course and cricket field. The British had begun evacuating people in the spring.




  On May 2, British intelligence discovered the Japanese planned to assault Tulagi. The following day, May 3, Japanese forces landed on Tulagi, unopposed, with a critical strategic mission: take over the Tulagi harbor and build airstrips on Guadalcanal for Japanese air forces.




  With the defeat suffered by the Imperial Japanese Navy at the Battle of the Coral Sea and later at Midway, Japan lost four hundred carrier-based aircraft. These islands became more important than ever—strategic air bases to attack the US Navy and a staging area for the eventual invasion against Australia.




  Lieutenant Commander Suzuki, who commanded all Japanese military forces on Tulagi, understood Tulagi’s strategic importance. In taking command of Tulagi, Suzuki controlled a tropical strip of a humid, mosquito-infested jungle island, two miles long and a half mile wide. Hot, oppressive, windy, often under gray overcast skies during the day, Tulagi stood as a Pacific hellhole with one of the best harbors, to be held by Japan at all costs.
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  For the Japanese, controlling these islands gave them forward military airpower projection, needed now more than ever, after the US Navy sank four Japanese aircraft carriers at the Battle of Midway, June 4–7, 1942.




  Until Japanese shipbuilders rebuilt those lost carriers, the emperor needed island-based airstrips throughout the Pacific. From here, the emperor’s air forces could launch airstrikes against the American navy in the region and support Japanese invasion forces headed south to Australia.




  Suzuki’s men were ready for the task. They would fight to the death.




  The crack forces under Suzuki’s command were the Japanese equivalent of the US Marines. They had formed the unit in the city of Kure (thus bearing the name 3rd Kure SNLF, for Special Naval Land Forces), in the Hiroshima Prefecture, and home to the Kure Naval Base, Japan’s largest naval port. The SNLF, known as “Rikusentai,” like their US Marine adversaries, were trained to hit the beaches, hold the islands, and help build military airfields on the islands.




  Suzuki arrived on Tulagi on July 15 by seaplane. He relieved Lieutenant Yoshimoto, who at age fifty-three had grown too old to deal with the inhumane, mosquito-infested living conditions on Tulagi. Yoshimoto also feared American air attacks and ordered the Rikusentai to excavate bunkers, dugouts, caverns, and caves in the island’s lower end.




  Yoshimoto was scheduled to leave the island on August 8.




  The sheltered bunkers and caves could provide a formidable defense to the coming aerial bombardment by the Americans. But Suzuki redrew the entire out-of-date island defense plan devised by Yoshimoto.




  As a military commander, Suzuki worried about numbers. The American invasion force could be larger than the Japanese defense force stationed on the island. His battle plan anticipated this disadvantage. So he ordered Warrant Officer Fukumoto to take the 4th Platoon and establish a defensive perimeter around the governmental wharf area.




  Warrant Officer Takeo Ideka and his men stood guard at headquarters.




  Warrant Officer Tsurusaburo Shigeta commanded the platoon and covered the sector between the old governor’s residence and Sasapi. Warrant Officer Yoshiharu Muranika and his men defended the hospital area. Petty Officer Third Class Harubumi Ishada, with 2nd Squad, 2nd Platoon, guarded Chinatown.




  Another thirty-eight men were dispatched to Guadalcanal Island and thus unavailable if an attack came in the next twenty-four hours.




  The deadliest Japanese units defending Tulagi would be the 1st and 4th Platoons and a thirty-six-man platoon serving as a floater unit, meaning they could move to anywhere on the island at a moment’s notice.




  Also, the machine gun company of the Kure SNLF provided tremendous firepower. If the Americans showed up, they would face a death trap. Suzuki instructed Lieutenant Mitsuwa, whose men on Gavutu Island carried 13- and 25-millimeter machine guns, to fire at will when the Americans approached. Preferably, his warplanes would locate the invasion fleet and sink them before they arrived. But if not, he would kill them all. Everyone. From the highest-ranking American general to the lowest-ranking private. They would fight to the last man. His men would die serving the emperor.







  

  
Chapter 3





  The South Pacific




  US Naval Task Force (Task Force TARE)




  Bridge, USS Neville (APA-9)




  Course 360 Degrees (Course Due North)




  On Approach to the Solomon Islands (40 Miles SW of Guadalcanal)




  August 6, 1942




  2233 Hours




  Captain Carlos A. Bailey, commanding officer of USS Neville, checked the circular clock mounted on the gray bulkhead. Two minutes to course correction.




  On Neville’s bridge, the night crew moved about with a silent, solemn purpose, steering the five-hundred-foot troop carrier through the calm waters of the South Pacific. Tonight’s conditions proved more bearable than the rougher seas they had encountered as they steamed from Wellington on July 22.




  Tonight the cloud cover had not yet broken, which prevents good visibility. In most cases, a mariner at night preferred calm seas and clear skies. But that cut both ways. While clear skies made nighttime navigation easier, if the skies remained clear in the morning, the task force would become an easy target for Japanese warplanes.




  Bailey had served on active duty for thirty-one years since his graduation from the Naval Academy in 1911. He served on numerous warships in his career, as commanding officer of the USS McKee, USS Hopkins, and USS Sturtevant from July 1921 until December 1923.




  The fifty-five-year-old Massachusetts native had served on eight different warships before taking command of the Neville in May 1941. A highly experienced naval officer, with extensive combat experience on battleships and cruisers, now commanding a troop transport ship seemed odd.




  Wouldn’t command of the USS North Carolina, the battleship protecting the entire task force, have made more sense?




  Then it hit him.




  Commanding a troop transport like the Neville now was one of the most important missions of the war. Below decks, the assistant division commander of the entire 1st Marine Division, Brigadier General William Rupertus, waited, along with the 1,150 Marines aboard who would spearhead America’s initial ground offensive against the Japanese. Success depended on the general and his men arriving at their launch point on time. The navy chose one of its best sea captains to get the job done.




  In some ways, Bailey and General Rupertus came from the same ilk. Both were over fifty. Both had given their lives to the military—Bailey to the navy and Rupertus to the Marines. Both had been eligible for retirement a decade earlier. Bailey would be sixty in less than five years. Yet, with their careers now in the twilight, they were called to save their best for last.




  One significant difference separated them. Rupertus now had a star pinned on his collar. For Bailey, his dreams of becoming a rear admiral hung by a thread, fading with each passing day.




  No matter. As a professional naval officer, Bailey embraced the ideal of duty, and that victory must always overshadow personal advancement. His duty tonight placed him upon a historical precipice, at a crucial hour for the United States. This moment stood as something few officers in naval history would ever experience.




  Bailey looked out through the waters at the dark silhouettes of the other American warships surrounding his position.




  The four troop transports, including the Neville, steamed north through the ocean, at the center of a concentric circle of warships, all guarding them from every direction. Neville steamed ahead of the four other ships in the transport group for “Task Force Yoke.” At 507 feet in length and with a 56-foot beam, the lightly armed Neville bore four 50-caliber machine guns and several 40- and 20-millimeter anti-aircraft guns. At best, left alone, she could fend off a close-in strafing attack by enemy fighter planes. But she would become a sitting duck in the water against heavier naval armor—enemy battleships, cruisers, destroyers, and submarines. If she sank, she would sink fast, without enough lifeboats for the Marines below.




  The American warships surrounding the Neville, armed with depth charges, torpedoes, and active sonar capabilities, provided maximum naval firepower to protect the Marine Division.




  Bailey preferred his own firepower on board to protect his ship and attack the enemy. With Japanese submarines, destroyer escorts were sometimes fool’s gold. Jap subs could pop up at any time and place.
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  One torpedo from a sub slipping through the screen would spell disaster for thousands of Marines. Japanese aircraft could also drop deadly torpedoes, and the Japs had a seaplane base on Tanambogo and Gavutu, just east of Tulagi.




  So far, Neville’s sonar room reported no contact with enemy subs. Prayers answered for now. Bailey glanced at the navigation chart as they approached the course correction point.




  They were now forty nautical miles southwest of Guadalcanal. “Task Force X-Ray,” the second naval task force, which carried General Vandegrift, who would lead the main assault on Guadalcanal, steamed behind them, about one hour to their rear.




  Bailey glanced at the clock again: 2234 hours, local.




  “Helmsman. Stand by for course correction to zero-four-zero degrees.”




  “Aye, Captain. Standing by for course correction to zero-four-zero degrees.”




  Bailey waited another thirty seconds as the second hand swept from the nine o’clock position to the twelve position.




  2235 hours, local.




  “Helmsman. Make your course zero-four-zero degrees. Steady as she goes.”




  “Aye, sir. Making my course zero-four-zero degrees.”




  Moments later, Bailey felt his ship turning in the water, to the starboard. He glanced at the clock again. The next course change would come just after 0300, about three and a half hours from now.




  Down below, America’s finest fighting force, lead elements of the 1st Marine Division, crammed like sardines in a tight can in the ship’s small berthing spaces, tried to rest. The Marines would need all the rest they could get. And so would his crew.




  Bailey headed down to the captain’s quarters for some shut-eye.







  

  
Chapter 4





  IJN Japanese Navy Surveillance Aircraft




  The South Pacific




  25 Nautical Miles West of Savo Island




  Altitude 500 Feet




  August 6, 1942




  2300 Hours




  The long-range reconnaissance seaplane, which the American pilots had nicknamed the “Mavis,” the largest and most used seaplane in the Imperial Japanese Navy, flew from its forward base on Tanambogo Island, off Tulagi’s east coast. With two pontoons for water landings, and four Mitsubishi Kinsei 43 engines sitting atop a 130-foot wingspan, the large plane carried three crew members. It also carried 1,700-pound torpedoes, each with enough fire-power to sink or damage any ship in the US Navy.




  The plane’s reconnaissance capabilities were stellar. With a 2,500-mile range, the Mavis could stay aloft for hours, giving it extended search and targeting capabilities.




  Tonight, Captain Shigetoshi Miyazaki sat at the controls behind the cockpit. Miyazaki, commanding the seaplane-equipped Yokohama Air Group, was stationed on Gavutu and Tanambogo, commanded by Commander Masaaki Suzuki, Japanese commander on Tulagi. Miyazaki and his airmen had scoured the ocean for remnants of the American fleet that escaped Pearl Harbor and could threaten Japanese bases at Guadalcanal and Tulagi.




  If Miyazaki got a clear shot, he would sink at least one of the American ships, possibly more.




  But tonight, the weather made search conditions difficult. He climbed down below the lower cloud cover for a look at the ocean. Every time he went down through the clouds and then climbed back up, the aircraft took a beating from the turbulence. When he got down low enough to see the ocean, barely five hundred feet above the surface, the low altitude meant limited visibility.




  If the American fleet was under that cloud cover, they might get lucky again, like at Midway. The American navy might prove to be a problem for the Japanese defenses on the islands. But if Miyazaki and his men found the fleet, the Americans’ luck would have run out.




  Miyazaki checked the fuel gauge. Only thirty minutes left of flying time, just enough fuel to duck below the cloud cover for one final sweep before returning to base.




  But no matter. He intended to have his planes up in the morning, searching, if the weather permitted. If the Americans were down there, either tonight or tomorrow, Miyazaki and his men would find them and sink them.







  

  
Chapter 5





  The South Pacific




  USS Neville (APA-9)




  Course 040 Degrees




  On Approach to the Solomon Islands (Nearing Guadalcanal)




  August 7, 1942




  0130 Hours Local Time




  The roar of Neville’s engines droned on through the night. As the clock swept past midnight, General Rupertus tried to sleep, but that wasn’t happening. Not tonight.




  The heaviest load in battle always fell on the commander’s shoulders. The commander had to consider everything—before, during, and after the battle. Lives depended on him, and his Marines’ lives would depend on his decisions both tonight and in the morning.




  The midnight hour had arrived for the ships steaming through the waters toward the Solomon Islands. It was now D-Day, Friday morning, August 7, 1942, the day of their attack on Tulagi.




  Within the next eight hours, his Marines, the men with him aboard this ship, would see their first action. They would launch a bloody counteroffensive against the Japs in these islands after sunrise.




  As he replayed the battle plans in his mind, he could not stop thinking about Sleepy and Patrick back home in DC. He often did mental calculations, wondering what they were doing in real time.




  Under normal circumstances, a sixteen-hour time gap separated the Solomon Islands and Washington, DC. But in 1942, the United States had adopted Daylight Saving Time for the entire year to accommodate the war effort.




  Just west of the International Date Line, the adjusted fifteen-hour time gap put Bill and his Marines one day ahead of Sleepy, little Patrick, and everybody else on the East Coast of the United States.




  Sleepy was a great Marine Corps wife, especially considering the rampant death, carnage, and war they had endured together during their time in Shanghai. Although twenty-two years his junior, she displayed wisdom,
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  Admiral Harry Yarnell, USN, greeting Sleepy and Colonel Bill Rupertus at the French Club, Shanghai, China.
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  Rupertus, Sleepy, and Doris Masters (far right) at the French Club, Shanghai.




  toughness, and maturity beyond her years, the product of growing up as a naval officer’s daughter. The cream of the crop at all military, political, and social functions in Washington, she gave Bill a renewed purpose—a purpose he lost after losing his first family.




  He decided to go up top, to the deck, for some fresh ocean air.




  He checked his watch: 0130 hours local time, Friday, August 7, and just past 1030 hours, Thursday, August 6, in Washington, DC. Sleepy would be up, with Patrick running around the house like a whirlwind. By now, she would have finished her morning coffee, chatted with her sister Jo, and scoured the paper for all the social events, ready to take Washington by storm.




  When he stepped out onto the starboard passageway, into the night air, the cool sea breeze refreshed his face. He wanted to light a cigarette so bad he felt his veins screaming for a smoke. But the task force ships remained in a blackout on approach. Even flickering cigarette ashes might alert a Japanese patrol boat somewhere out at sea.




  Bill leaned on the guardrails, absorbing the moment’s serenity, the peace before naval gunfire would explode over the first morning light.




  The crescent moon had not yet risen. But way off the ship’s starboard, lit by the stars peeking through cracks in the cloud cover, Guadalcanal’s dark outline appeared in the distance, its black, mountainous silhouette blocking the stars on the low eastern horizon. Somewhere off in those dark islands, the Japanese waited, their machine guns in place, their mortars and rockets ready for launch, their planes poised to sink American ships.




  Rupertus knew the Japanese all too well. But for a second, he dismissed those thoughts. This moment’s serenity would be short-lived, for sure, perhaps for the rest of the war. And the quiet, peaceful, black ocean night reminded him of another peaceful place, far away—Arlington Cemetery.




  During his year spent commanding the Marine Barracks at 8th and I in Washington, he often visited Arlington Cemetery to sit at the graves of his first wife, Marguerite, and his children, William Jr. and Ann Rodney, all robbed from him by scarlet fever in China. Like the air at Arlington, tonight a strange, false peace filled the ocean air, calm with a fictitious promise that he would see them again in this lifetime.




  The peace over these darkened waters was the respite before the shedding of blood.




  The past two years had been a blurry rush. On September 18, 1940, just twenty-three months earlier, he had boarded USS McCarley at Norfolk, bound for Guantanamo Bay, to take command of the Marine Barracks at the
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  William H. Rupertus Jr. and his sister, Ann Rodney Rupertus.
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  Major Rupertus, Peking, China, 1930. (USMC PHOTO)
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  Garde d’Haiti Marine and government officials. Rupertus is on the right.




    Naval Air Station and the 4th Defense Battalion. But Guantanamo Bay wasn’t his first Caribbean assignment.




  In 1919, he had arrived at Port-au-Prince, Haiti, with the USMC 1st Provisional Brigade. He and his Marines trained the national police force, the “Garde d’Haiti,” which later became a significant political force.




  Like the Haiti tour, when he took his first wife, Rita, on the Guantanamo assignment, his new wife, Sleepy, and infant son Pat could accompany him. He never knew whether irony, coincidence, or fate placed both his first wife and then his second wife with him first in China and then in the Caribbean.




    Sleepy and Pat, who had just turned fifteen months old, arrived at Guantanamo, joining her friend Doris Masters and Doris’s toddler “Champ.” Doris and her husband, First Lieutenant James Masters, were also stationed at Guantanamo Bay.




  He loved holding Sleepy in his arms and bouncing Patrick on his knee. But the memory of losing Rita, Ann Rodney, and William Jr. on an overseas tour constantly haunted him. True, Guantanamo sat 518 miles off Miami, much closer to home than China. But Guantanamo Bay also sat amid a foreign country.




    If fate had brought them together again, Bill didn’t want to tempt it. Sleepy fell into a dangerous situation in Shanghai, and in Cuba he had watched Sleepy and Patrick like a hawk. Their time at Guantanamo Bay marked the best months of their marriage. But less than a year later, orders came to leave Guantanamo Bay and proceed to San Diego by the end of November 1941.




  The life of a Marine, owned by the Corps and country. And Rupertus loved it.




  In San Diego, he became chief of staff to the commanding general, Major General William P. Upshur, a Marine legend, Medal of Honor winner, and longtime friend of General Vandegrift and Commandant Holcomb. Holcomb recommended Rupertus to Upshur and asked Upshur to prepare Rupertus to take command. He looked forward to working for General Upshur, who was seven years his senior.




  But when the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor, they ordered General Upshur to San Francisco and gave Rupertus command of the Marines in San Diego, where thousands of American boys flooded into the Marine Corps, eager to avenge over two thousand Americans killed on December 7. Between December 8 and January 1, 1942, more than nine hundred recruits flooded into the Marine Corps Recruit Depot daily.




  Seeing these young Marines pour into San Diego lit a fire in Rupertus to teach them how to defend themselves, considering the danger they faced, a danger far greater than they knew. Never had he seen people more barbarically determined to kill, maim, or destroy than the Japanese army had shown in Shanghai.




  Dead Chinese bodies on Shanghai’s streets—not just dead Chinese soldiers but also women and children—were burned into his memory. He never shook the powerful, putrid ammonia-like stench of death, which caused men to puke.
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  Bombing of Shanghai.




  The Battle of Shanghai lasted from August 13 until November 26, 1937, becoming one of the bloodiest battles in world history.
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  Rupertus and Sleepy, Shanghai, 1937.




  The Chinese defended themselves mainly with small-caliber weapons. But striking from the air, land, and sea, with heavy-armored vehicles, the Japanese, using superior force, killed some 187,000 Chinese in Shanghai alone and wounded another 85,000. This massacre happened over three months, one week, and six days.




  Rupertus and his Marines witnessed the entire slaughter. Yet they were ordered to “hold your fire.”




  He still dreamed of Japanese tanks and aircraft blowing explosive holes through well-defended Chinese infantry lines and Jap ships shelling the Shanghai harbor, spraying geysers of red blood skyward.




  Perhaps more than any other general officer in the US military, Rupertus knew what American forces faced if war came against the Japanese. America could defeat them, but at a high price.




  The Marine Corps would need something to motivate them, a rallying cry, to get through possibly the most challenging time in American history. One day, as he thought of these young, new Marines, he picked up his smooth rifle, examined it, and remembered his years competing on the Marine Corps Rifle Team and later as an instructor. He began thinking about the right words that he, as their commanding general in San Diego, could say to motivate them.




  From his experience in China with the Japanese, Rupertus knew the danger these Marines would face, and he knew that their rifles would protect them and ensure the success or failure of the mission.




  He called Captain White, the base public relations officer, into his office. White sat down in front of Rupertus’s desk, as Rupertus stood, walked around, and spoke about his concern for how casually his men approached their rifles. “The only weapon standing between them and death is the rifle . . . they must understand that their rifle is their life. It must become a creed with them.”




  Captain White suggested an editorial in the Marine Corps Chevron titled “My Rifle Is My Life.” Rupertus, who had won the Distinguished Marksmanship Badge as a second lieutenant in 1915, liked the title but disagreed
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  Copy of “Rifle Creed” published in the Marine Corps Chevron. (USMC SAN DIEGO ARCHIVES)




  with the idea of an editorial, which he thought might sound like a sermon. Instead, Rupertus advocated a rifleman’s creed that should be “something so deep, a conviction so great, a faith so lasting, that no one should have to be preached to about it.”




  Rupertus penned a piece called “Creed of a US Marine” and gave it to Captain White, the magazine’s new editor. White published it in the Chevron, and the article spread like wildfire. And thus the “Rifleman’s Creed” was born.




  Within a few short hours, his men, the first Marines going into combat, would be the first of thousands to recite it. By the grace of God, he hoped like hell it would save lives.




  Bill closed his eyes and enjoyed the cool Pacific breeze caressing his face as the flotilla continued its course on its rendezvous with destiny. He looked out over the dark waters and checked his watch.




  0133 hours.




  Five hours to sunrise.




  Five hours until he could light a cigarette.




  Five hours until battle.




  * * * * *




  USS McCawley (APA-4)




  Flagship, Task Force TARE




  Squadron X-Ray




  The South Pacific




  Course 360 Degrees (Course Due North)




  August 7, 1942




  0224 Hours




  The thin, waning crescent moon hanging over the watery horizon provided just enough light to reveal Savo Island’s vague outline off in the distance, its volcanic peak rising some fifteen hundred feet above the water.




  Savo Island, a twelve-square-mile volcanic pancake sitting in waters of the central Solomon Islands, would serve as the breakpoint for the two US Navy squadrons carrying the entire US 1st Marine Division.




  US Navy Captain Charlie P. McFeaters, an Annapolis grad and Scottsdale, Pennsylvania, native, commanded the McCawley, which carried Rear Admiral Richmond K. “Kelly” Turner, who commanded the entire amphibious force, dubbed Task Force TARE. Turner was known for his grizzly head, beetling brows, and ferocious language.




  As a navy captain and director of war plans in the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, Turner had issued a written warning in November 1941 of an imminent Japanese attack against American forces. However, for reasons never explained, Turner never forwarded the intercepted Japanese radio messages of an impending Japanese attack against the Hawaiian Islands to Admiral Husband Kimmel, then US Pacific Fleet commander in chief.




  The navy relieved Kimmel of command for reasons beyond his control and not his fault. They promoted Captain Turner to rear admiral, and he now commanded all US naval amphibious ships leading the assault on the Solomons.




  Major General Alexander Vandegrift, commanding the 1st Marine Division, and 1,200 of his Marines joined Admiral Turner on the McCawley. For Vandegrift and his assistant division commander, Brigadier General Rupertus, aboard USS Neville steaming several miles to the north, and some 18,000 US Marines under their command, their job had not yet commenced. That would change in the next seven hours. Rupertus and his men would first attack Tulagi, and then Vandegrift and the rest of the division would attack Guadalcanal.




  The strength of all the Marine units included 956 officers and 18,146 enlisted men.




  As a young officer, Vandegrift had fought in three separate battles during the Banana Wars and at the Battle of Veracruz during the Mexican Revolution.




  But now the pressure to succeed exceeded anything he had ever experienced. No one doubted that America would dominate its Latin American opponents. But Japan posed a different challenge. Except for the navy’s great victory at Midway, the Japanese had so far dominated the war in the Pacific. That had to change, and it had to change now.




  Vandegrift stepped onto the deck of the McCawley, brought his binoculars to his eyes, and gazed at the horizon. Six miles to the north, leading the way, the amphibious ships of Squadron Yoke, whose Marines were under the immediate command of Vandegrift’s next-in-command, Brigadier General Bill Rupertus, would lead the ground attack at daybreak.




  Rupertus began as Vandegrift’s assistant division commander. In Vandegrift’s estimation, he was the best damn commander in the whole Marine Corps to lead the initial American counterattack against the Japanese on the ground, which was why Vandegrift had hand-selected him for the job. Rupertus’s resume made him look like a super Marine. First in his class at Command Staff College at Leavenworth, an expert rifleman and member of the Marine Corps Rifle Team, multilingual, and he knew the Japanese like the back of his hand from his two tours in China.




  Rupertus needed to destroy the Japanese at Tulagi and Florida Island to clear the way for Vandegrift to move onshore at Guadalcanal. If any American general could kick the Japanese’s collective asses for what they had done at Pearl Harbor, Bill Rupertus was that man.




  Vandegrift’s biggest worry at the moment? A Jap submarine slipping inside the navy’s destroyer screen, firing torpedoes at the vulnerable transport ships carrying his Marines.




  Infiltration by a single Jap sub could spell disaster.




  Vandegrift commanded the Marines on board some fifteen US Navy transports, each crammed with young leathernecks, many still teenagers, all headed to Guadalcanal.




  Rupertus commanded Marines on eight transports bound for Tulagi, designated Squadron Yoke, steaming out in front, six miles north of Vandegrift’s ship.




  Vandegrift’s Marines would invade Guadalcanal once Rupertus hit Tulagi and got the Japanese there under control.




  If the navy could keep the Japanese subs at bay for the next seven hours, those Japs on Tulagi and Guadalcanal would find out what it’s like to look down the gun barrels of over eighteen thousand US Marines.




  No commander could sleep in the hours before an attack, and so Vandegrift stepped out on the ship’s deck for some fresh air.




  “Beautiful night, isn’t it, sir?”




  Vandegrift turned and saw Colonel Gerry Thomas.




  “Feels better out here,” Vandegrift said. “Breeze feels nice, if nothing else.”




  “How are you feeling, General?”




  “Never better,” Vandegrift said.




  “Sir, why don’t you try to get some sleep? I’ll wake you with time to prepare.”




  Vandegrift gave Thomas a half grin. “Thanks, Gerry. But I won’t sleep for the same reason you won’t sleep. And I guarantee you General Rupertus isn’t sleeping either. But thanks for the offer.”




  “Understood, sir,” Thomas said.




  “However, I do think I’ll head to my quarters for a few minutes. Just a couple of personal things I need to take care of.”




  “Aye, sir. I’ll hold the watch ’til you get back. If you need anything, just let me know.”




  “You’re a good man, Gerry.”




  Vandegrift patted Thomas’s shoulder and then headed down to his quarters. Even for the commanding general over the entire 1st Marine Division, the cramped crew quarters made movement difficult. Vandegrift pulled open the small metal drawer in the desk right beside his rack and pulled out a pen and pad.






   My Dearest Mildred,




  Tomorrow at dawn, we land in our first major offensive in the war. Our plans have been made. May God grant that our judgment be sound. Whatever happens, you will know that I did my best. Let us hope that the best will be good enough.




  Love,




  Archer







  * * * * *




  USS Neville (APA-9)




  Squadron Yoke




  The South Pacific




  Course 360 Degrees (Course Due North)




  August 7, 1942




  0230 Hours




  The weather had cleared, at least a little bit. The rain had stopped, and Bill Rupertus found himself out on the deck again, gazing at the stars through a few openings in the clouds. Tonight, Bill reflected on his Catholic faith, and the beautiful sky reminded him of the psalms he learned as a boy. “The heavens declare the glory of the Lord.” Tonight, and tomorrow, and for the rest of the war, he would depend on his faith more than ever to protect his men in battle and to protect Sleepy and Pat back home.




  Together, something about the stars and the sea, even mixed with the clouds, provided nature’s peace more than any other combination.




  Bill Rupertus loved the ocean—so much that after three years at the Washington, DC, National Guard, he started his military career in 1910 as a cadet in the US Revenue Cutter School, renamed the US Coast Guard Academy in 1913.




  Rupertus had excelled at Revenue Cutter School, graduating second in his class with Frank Gorman, brother of his future first wife, Marguerite “Rita” Gorman. Rita Gorman lived in Washington, DC, where the two met as family friends, dated, and fell in love. Her father, Terrence, was deputy customs commissioner for the US Treasury in Washington, DC. One thing led to another, and soon he proposed to Rita.
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  US Revenue Cutter Class of 1913. Bill Rupertus kneeling, second row on far right.




  However, after graduation Bill faced a life-changing crossroads beyond his control. Despite having excelled among his classmates, the Revenue Cutter Service rejected him on medical grounds.




  They called it “Bright’s disease”—the name at the time for a severe kidney complication. Bright’s disease would lead to heart failure, they claimed. They told him he had five years to live. He would still graduate. But the news stung, shattering his dream of becoming a Revenue Cutter Service officer.




  But the disappointment did not deter his determination to marry his girlfriend and serve his country. With a degree from the prestigious Revenue Cutter School, he applied to the Marines, earned a commission as a second lieutenant, and went on to make history.




  In the Marine Corps, he kept his love of the sea. But rather than commanding cutters, he now commanded men, which started back on the USS Florida.




  Rupertus tried clearing his mind as he waited for the sunrise. Between the cracks in the clouds, above the cloud cover somewhere, a million bright stars stretched from horizon to horizon. And without the moonlight, the celestial panorama cast a false calm over the waters.
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  Cadet Bill Rupertus, US Revenue Cutters School, 1913.




  For the sailors aboard on watch, and the Marines unable to sleep, as the dawn drew closer, they saw that no place on Earth were the heavens so glorious than at sea.




  For the Marines, although protected by the mighty firepower of three aircraft carriers, thirteen heavy cruisers, one battleship, and some twenty-two destroyers, every Marine on the troop transports would see bloodshed before the stars rose again.
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  Rupertus and a Marine detachment, USS Florida.




  A weather clearing, even a partial clearing, made the armada more visible for Japanese search planes overhead. He decided to go below decks to check on his men. Then, maybe, he would stretch out on his rack and try to rest.




  He took a final look at the sea and the skies. The slight clearing in the weather revealed the waning moon’s thin crescent. Off in the distance, Savo Island’s faint outline rose from the sea.




  Four hours until sunrise, when the sound of explosions would ensure that nobody would sleep. The time had arrived.




  * * * * *




  Bridge, USS Neville (APA-9)




  Squadron Yoke




  The South Pacific




  Course 040 Degrees




  August 7, 1942




  0255 hours




  After dozing for thirty minutes, Captain Bailey got up to return to the bridge for the next major course correction.




  “Captain’s on the bridge!” the officer of the watch called out.
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  “As you were,” Bailey responded. “Status?”




  “Clear seas. No sign of the enemy.”




  Bailey glanced at the clock on the bulkhead: 0258 hours, local.




  “Very well. Stand by for course correction to zero-five-eight degrees.”




  “Aye, Captain. Standing by for course correction to zero-five-eight degrees.”




  Bailey checked the clock again: 0300 hours.




  “Helmsman. Make your course zero-five-eight degrees. Steady as she goes.”




  “Aye, sir. Making my course zero-five-eight degrees.”




  Neville began a slight turn in the water, to starboard, as Bailey checked his navigational charts.




  One final correction, in two hours, one-one-five degrees for the final assault on Tulagi. Three minutes after that, warplanes on the USS Wasp would launch initial airstrikes before the Marines hit the beaches.







  

  
Chapter 6





  IJN Radio Communication Center




  Tulagi Island




  August 7, 1942




  0402 Hours




  The darkness of the night hung over the Pacific. Then the sounds of Reveille blared from the bugler’s horn. All over the island, Japanese sailors and soldiers scrambled from their racks, jumped into their uniforms, and began preparing for the day.




  However, their first duty would be worship, for the emperor was worthy of their worship, their attention, and their lives.




  But Petty Officer Third Class Yosmu Yamaoka did not need to be awakened by Reveille, nor would he be able to worship this morning with his comrades. Yamaoka had been on duty in the Imperial Japanese Navy radio communication center on Tulagi Island since after midnight. Yamaoka would have liked to worship or take a break. But it could not be. A thick tension had hung in the air all night. The concern started at around 2100 hours, when radio clerks in the communication center had received unusual signals from the enemy.




  Yamaoka listened for every squeak and crackle that came over the airways. But since the last radio traffic at 2100, the Americans had gone silent, which proved more troubling than the sporadic radio traffic they had picked up earlier in the evening. An imposed radio silence might mean the Americans were up to something. Or it could be nothing at all.







  

  
Chapter 7





  USS Neville (APA-9)




  Commanding General’s Quarters




  August 7, 1942




  0429 Hours




  Knowing that sleep would be impossible, Bill Rupertus lay on his rack, hoping to get some rest. That ended when the bells started to ring on the ship’s loudspeaker at 0429 hours.




  “General quarters! General quarters! General quarters! All hands to battle stations! General quarters! General quarters! General quarters! This is not a drill.”




  On a US naval vessel, even a troop transport like the Neville, sounding “General Quarters” required every sailor to move to battle stations and prepare for combat. The General Quarters alarm probably sounded because the armada had now moved into Japanese-controlled waters and, hopefully, not because an enemy plane or sub was spotted.




  Still, the call for General Quarters, over the constant ringing of alarm bells all over the ship, captured every man’s attention from bow to stern.




  Rupertus pushed himself up on the rack and swung his feet around. He needed to prepare for a final logistics meeting with his staff. With his men set to invade in less than four hours, the war had arrived.
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