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			Advance Praise for The Old Breed… The Complete Story Revealed

			“When discussing one of the best memoirs ever written by a front line combat soldier it seems almost criminal that a publisher could tell the author to excise two-thirds of the material. But that’s what happened before With the Old Breed was published. Finally, more than forty years after the original was released, we get the rest of the story...What comes through clearly, just as in the original classic, is the basic humanity of Eugene Sledge. And like the book the elder Sledge penned, his son’s version is a stark reminder of the price those we send to war continue to pay long after the conflict they endured leaves the headlines.”

			—Dan Carlin, host of Hardcore History Podcast 

			“Henry Sledge has brilliantly enhanced his father’s work about the deprivations and brutality of war. He expertly weaves personal memories about his father with previously unpublished portions of the elder Sledge’s epic book. Using his father’s own words, the author recounts the horrors of combat on Peleliu and Okinawa and draws on these experiences to explain how the fighting and the Marine Corps shaped Eugene Sledge for the rest of his life. The book is a valuable addition to the history of the 1st Marine Division in the Pacific during World War II. It is a must read for those who want to understand the horrors and savagery of war. It is also a tribute to those who survive the depravity of war and go on to lead productive lives.”

			—General Charles E. Wilhelm, USMC (Ret), former Commanding General 1st Marine Division

			“The grim odyssey of Marine Eugene Sledge has become a pillar of comprehending the brutality and brotherhood of World War II in the Pacific. In this gripping and revealing sequel, Henry Sledge picks up and passes on the torch of his late father by resurrecting long lost tales of horror, humor, and heroism. The Old Breed is a fitting and poignant legacy project that enriches one of the finest combat memoirs ever produced.”

			—Dr. Jared Frederick, author of Dispatches of D-Day, Fierce Valor, and Into the Cold Blue

			“Eugene Sledge’s With the Old Breed is without a doubt the greatest memoir of World War II, a gritty and at times horrific account of the Pacific struggle to seize Peleliu and Okinawa. Now his son Henry Sledge has painstakingly researched the original manuscript, extracting a wealth of stories, anecdotes, fresh details, and adding his own memories that help flesh out his father, framing him not only as the warrior we all know but as a husband and a Dad. Henry Sledge has done an amazing service to his father, his family, and history. This is a book not to be missed.” 

			—James M. Scott, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of Black Snow, Rampage, and Target Tokyo
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			Eugene “Sledgehammer” Sledge was my father. The heart of this book is the unpublished material from his manuscript for his World War II memoir With the Old Breed At Peleliu and Okinawa, interwoven with my memories of conversations he and I had about his war experiences while I was growing up.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Eugene Sledge’s With the Old Breed At Peleliu and Okinawa first emerged from a then obscure biology professor at a small southern college who served as a Marine junior enlisted man in the Pacific during World War II. The memoir was the product of Eugene’s resolve to record his experiences just for his family—and, in no small measure, to quiet the raging demons that haunted him from his combat experiences. His wife, the lovely Jeanne, encouraged him to write down his recollections, with the not so concealed hope that this would have a therapeutic effect. Eugene labored away for many long hours, then years, compiling a draft—famously drawing heavily from notes in the pages of the Bible he carried in combat. Eugene asked Jeanne to type his completed manuscript. She thus became the first reader among the now countless numbers to experience its immense—even shattering—emotional power. Jeanne recognized the gravitas of her husband’s work and propelled Eugene to seek publication. Thus, as this work underscores, her role in bringing his work to life and fame was invaluable.

			Prior to publication, fate seemed against Eugene. Almost immediately after the war, many memoirs appeared by top leaders like Winston Churchill and Army General Dwight D. Eisenhower, as well as some individuals in what might be viewed as the second or third tier from the top. In contrast, before the 1970s, only a relative handful of accounts by junior figures in the war, particularly those in direct combat, received any serious attention. Notable in this latter group was Robert Leckie’s Helmet for My Pillow. Leckie, a skilled wordsmith, also served in the 1st Marine Division from Guadalcanal to Peleliu. From the 1970s onward, for more than three decades, both publishers and a substantial public favored the steady stream of memoirs by junior officers and enlisted men. With the Old Breed thus faced a host of competitors upon its initial printing in 1981.

			Then fate proved just. Several historians, including the eminent John Keegan, Stephen Ambrose, and Paul Fussell, immediately trumpeted its soaring qualities. Within a decade it vaulted to the top ranks of all American memoirs of World War II. Many historians, while not denigrating the merit of the many other accounts, rank it first. I share that view. Still others assign it a place in the pantheon of the greatest of all accounts of all wars. We are, in my view, perhaps still too close in the comparatively immense sweep of time to certify that conclusion. But I have ventured the belief that, with the passage of decades, Sledge’s account will become for Americans an honored text defining his generation and their nation’s role in the war. He and his buddies will be remembered by name long after far more prominent figures are forgotten.

			What accounts for this acclaim? There are a multitude of possible answers to that question, but I will only submit mine. The prose has been called simple, even plain. I detect that its deepest root stems from a fundamental lesson taught by combat, a crucible that elevates utility above almost all other values. Sledge discarded rhetorical flourishes as he did his gas mask on Peleliu. As he stated, his mission was not another entry in the genre of “stirring tales of dash and excitement” but a visceral documenting of the agonies of “filth, shock, blood, and maggots.”

			The lean prose imparts a tremendous narrative drive. But the arc of the story spirals ever downward. You are relentlessly pulled down into an abyss, and in the abyss with Eugene and his buddies you stay. Every time you think you have hit the nadir you turn the page and learn you have not—but you cannot stop reading. In those pages you discover a particularly remarkable feature among memoirs. Eugene Sledge duly records his personal experiences—his understatement striking and a comment on his character—unabashed about his encounters with terror and despair. You often must read between the lines to appreciate fully how tough and courageous he was. But he habitually separates from his personal experiences to adopt the role of the central observer, not the central character. He aspires above all to memorialize his comrades, not himself. He is not wholly unique in this, but I am at a loss to name another account that does this so devotedly and so well.

			What does this work add to With the Old Breed? Eugene’s insistence on keeping himself frequently off scene, or as just one of a cast of observers, while guiding readers through an unimaginable abyss has an effect that I doubt Eugene sought when he first began writing: He leaves readers seeking to learn how he coped with life after these experiences. This work in your hands does a superb job of answering that question. Along the way, it sheds light on what is in With the Old Breed and what is not.

			As his brother John remarked, Henry Sledge, Eugene’s younger son, possesses a preternatural memory for details of distant events. Through Henry we learn that the original manuscript was much longer than the published version. Henry shrewdly excerpts illuminating omitted passages that add effectively to the original published work. He further takes us through conversations with Eugene, or comments made by Eugene, over the years referencing events during the war, how he viewed them at the time, and how he used them as a lesson book for his sons. Henry’s mission is to amplify faithfully Eugene’s experiences, insights, and achievements, not to magnify his own status or role.

			Perhaps the most important revelation in these pages is that Eugene identified science as his salvation from the trauma of combat. The influence of science also forms part and parcel of his narrative: a relentless concentration on the facts, which also heft, without comment, the emotional impact.

			Henry sums up his childhood and young adulthood with his father:

			I never felt as though I was living in a house with a disturbed individual. As I have stated publicly many times, he was an all-American dad. He was, in my own view, a paragon of self-control. He drank moderately, but never to excess. He swore frequently but never needlessly, and he absolutely eschewed the so-called four-letter words. Like any man, he appreciated beautiful women, but there was only one who mattered—my mother. He treated her with absolute respect and devotion and demanded the same of my brother and me, not that that was a hard thing to do. He always called her Shug, Chief, and sometimes simply Mrs. Sledge.

			Now, turn the page.

			Richard B. Frank

		

	
		
			Preface

			I first read With the Old Breed, Eugene B. Sledge’s classic account of combat in the Pacific with the 1st Marine Division, while I was researching my book on the Battle of Okinawa, Crucible of Hell. I was stunned by the power and unflinching honesty of Sledge’s writing as he charts his unit’s descent into what he calls the “depths of the abyss, the ultimate horror of war.” On Peleliu a fellow marine who cut off and kept as a souvenir a shriveled and blackened Japanese hand had “lost (briefly I hoped) all his sensitivity,” notes Sledge, and was a “twentieth-century savage now, mild mannered though he still was. I shuddered to think that I might do the same thing if the war went on and on.”

			Arguably the finest war memoir of the twentieth century, and among the best of all time—made all the more memorable because it was written from the perspective of a junior enlisted man—With the Old Breed convinced me to choose Sledge’s company, K/3/5, as the focus of my second book on the Pacific war, Devil Dogs. Sledge’s son Henry was kind enough to write the foreword, and when we met in person, in New Orleans in 2022, he told me he was working on a book of his own that would combine memories of his father with extracts from the eight hundred pages of the original unedited manuscript of With the Old Breed—an incredible 70 percent of the total—that were never published.

			This was stupendous news. I knew that the original publisher, Presidio, had insisted on cuts, but not how many. Now they would see the light of day. What a treat for the legions of With the Old Breed fans around the world who would be given the opportunity to read more of Sledge’s superlative prose. Even better, the unpublished extracts would be interwoven with Henry’s “recollections, as his son, of watching that classic book come to life.” I knew from a joint event I had done with Henry at the 15th International Conference on World War II in New Orleans just how powerful that combination was likely to be. “Henry Sledge gave a wonderful child’s perspective on his father’s later life,” wrote an attendee, “his writing of With the Old Breed (“I’d see him up late at night, writing on a yellow legal pad, and ask ‘What are you doing, Dad?’ ‘Nothing! Go to bed.’ He was nicer than that, but…”), and the special place that memoir has in the lives of veterans, veterans’ families, and the public’s understanding of what it was like to serve in World War II.”

			The Old Breed…The Complete Story Revealed does not disappoint. Henry charts his father’s journey from the moment he heard on the car radio of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor as he was returning from a hunting trip on December 7, 1941, to his funeral almost sixty years later, attended by a US Marine honor guard. “He was laid to rest in Mobile,” writes Henry, “on a warm, sunny Alabama spring morning—the kind of morning he would have been out with the dogs bird-watching—the smell of flowers in the air, the Spanish moss hanging from those majestic oak trees and swaying gently in the breeze.”

			From Henry’s assured pen—a skill he undoubtedly inherited from his father—and his canny choice of extracts from the unpublished manuscript (clearly marked in bold) we hear about Eugene’s decision to flunk out of the V-12 officer’s training program at Georgia Tech so that he could join the Marines as an enlisted man and get into a “shooting war” sooner rather than later, his rigorous training in the use of the 60mm M2 mortar, and hand-to-hand combat with the Ka-Bar knife (“Practice shifting the Ka-Bar from one hand to the other,” Sledge was told. “Learn to toss it from one hand to the other but keep your eyes on your opponent at all times because he is gonna move in fast.”)

			The most powerful sections of the book are, of course, the ones that give us even more heartbreaking insight into Eugene’s experience of combat: “There we were, a patrol of about forty US Marines out in a pitch dark, rain-soaked mangrove swamp on a dangerous mission trying to keep our position secret from God only knew how many hundreds of Japanese, and this man was out of his mind and screaming like a maniac.” In With the Old Breed, the deranged Marine is described as a “dog handler.” Henry reveals that he was, in fact, a member of Company K, making his tragic death at the hands of his colleagues even harder to process.

			There are many lighter moments, particularly Sledge’s descriptions of life out of the line: “If a man received a letter written on scented stationary, he might allow his buddies to inhale a whiff if their comments were not obscene. The unlucky ones at mail call always had sad expressions and stooped shoulders as they headed to their tents.”

			But, for me—as for the attendee at the conference—the particular charm of this brilliant book is that it allows us a ringside seat at those intimate conversations between father and son that reveal a deeper truth about Eugene’s war, and maybe war in general. “One day I walked into his study while he was at his desk writing ,” writes Henry. “I don’t remember exactly how old I was- at least a teenager, I think- but I sat down in the rocking chair near the desk and asked him how many Japanese soldiers he killed during the war. He stopped writing, looked out the window thoughtfully, took a sip from the ever-present glass of iced tea, and answered the question like the scientist that he was—giving an articulate and analytically worded exposition on the effectiveness of the 60mm mortar when properly employed.

			“Like the NCO had said back on Pavuvu all those years ago, ‘it’ll tear their asses up.’

			“When he finished, I didn’t say anything, just sat looking at him expectantly. A slight pause—he knew what I was looking for. Then he looked me in the eye and simply said, “[image: ], maybe-[image: ]

			“It wasn’t a large number, but some things must only be between father and son.”

			Saul David

		

	
		
			Introduction

			It was in the early years of my life that I began to form a long-lasting love and appreciation of WWII history. I think it began when we took family trips to Mobile to visit my grandmother. She still lived in Georgia Cottage, the beautiful old home at the end of a long oak tree lined driveway off Spring Hill Avenue that she and my grandfather purchased in 1935. It was the home where my father and his brother, my Uncle Edward, grew up. I still remember the sound of our tires on that pea gravel when we turned onto the driveway after the long trip down from Montevallo. I would pop up from the backseat and look through the windshield, captivated by the sight of that elegant old home sitting back amid the Spanish moss draped oak trees. Frequently my grandmother, Mary Frank (or Gran as we called her) would be standing on the verandah waiting for us. We’d tumble out of the car into the warm humidity as she would call out in her distinctive Mobile accent, “Halloo, how is everything?”

			I’ll never forget the smell in the air that greeted me, it was a combination of magnolia blossoms and the sulfurous odor from the paper mills upriver from Mobile. Amid the hullabaloo of Mary Frank greeting us and the raucous Blue Jays up in the trees, my brother and I would run into the house, and be taken back in time to the world that our father grew up in. Even though it was usually warm, my grandmother frequently had a small fire going in the gas fireplace in her front bedroom, and the soft hissing and sputtering sound it made added to the ambience.

			“Come on,” my brother would say, “let’s go look at Uncle Edward’s medals!” Whereupon we would run into the central hallway and go to the large bookcase with cabinet doors at the bottom. My brother would open those doors, and we would pull out the leather medal cases that held Edward’s medals. Our uncle had been a tank platoon commander in the 741st Tank Battalion, landing at Vierville in Normandy on D Day, June 6, 1944. He fought across Europe and served with valor and distinction, and he had the medals to prove it—a Bronze Star, a Silver Star, and three Purple Hearts. To my young eyes, those venerable leather cases with the medals were history itself. I can still hear the creaking sound each case made when we would open it, still smell the musty aroma of the velvet that each medal rested on, still hear the crinkle of the aged, yellowed, sharply creased typed written citations that detailed his actions that each medal represented. After gazing at them for several minutes and imagining our uncle in the turret of his Sherman at Normandy, or running ahead of his tanks, hurrying, shouting orders, through snowy, fire swept roads trying to hook up with the 2nd Infantry Division on that hellish night in the Ardennes, John would say, “let’s go look at his jacket that he wore at The Battle of the Bulge, it’s in the back bedroom!” So we would run to the back of the house and pull Edward’s tanker jacket out of the closet. I’d put it on—it was huge on me—and get lost in the scent of mothballs, and history. Then we’d put the jacket back in the closet and walk back toward the front of the house and the sounds of a lively family gathering. “Uncle Edward was in the Army and fought the Germans,” my brother would say, “but Dad was a Marine, he was in the Pacific.”

			One pleasant spring afternoon my parents were driving down Spring Hill Avenue in Mobile, Alabama, when my mother saw something in the middle of the road. It was a squirrel that had been run over by another car when it had tried to dart across the street. It was eviscerated, bloody, and barely recognizable.

			As they drove past it, she remarked, “Oh, that poor squirrel!” My father, preoccupied with the typical things that would be on the mind of a young, recently married husband, barely acknowledged it. This surprised her, and she glanced at him..

			He shrugged. “I had friends that looked worse than that.”

			***

			In the years after the war, my father often had nightmares. He would wake in a cold sweat, pulse racing. My mother may have found this somewhat unsettling at first, but she knew that he had been a Marine in the Pacific, had seen heavy combat, and had somehow survived against an enemy renowned for creeping around at night trying to slip into a man’s foxhole and cut his throat. She talked to friends of his who were veterans themselves. One of these was Sid Phillips, also from Mobile. He told her that he had nightmares, too, because they had dealt with enemy infiltrators every night on the ‘Canal. Sid advised her not to touch him when he was asleep. My mother asked, “What do I do if I need him in the middle of the night?” Sid answered, “I’ll tell you what you do. Lean over and whisper in his ear, ‘Sledgehammer!’”

			The ways combat veterans dealt with their trauma varied from individual to individual. Some tried to suppress it, some turned to alcohol, some probably took it out on their families, and my father started to write. He would get up in the middle of the night and go sit by the fireplace in the living room. He had carried a small New Testament Bible through the entire war in the pocket of his dungaree jacket, and in it he made notes about locations, dates, and weather conditions. He also kept notes on pieces of paper that he tucked into this Bible. Not long after he got home, he had written a detailed outline with all this information. Armed with this, a pencil as sharp as his memory, and a yellow legal pad, he started writing what was to become his classic memoir, With the Old Breed.

			My parents lived in Winter Haven, Florida, from 1956 to 1960. My brother John was born in 1957, the same year that the Russians put a satellite named Sputnik into earth orbit and scared the hell out of the United States. So, while the boys at NASA were trying to figure out how to get something of their own into earth orbit without it blowing up on the launchpad, my father pursued his PhD in biology from the University of Florida, which he received in 1960.

			In 1962 my parents moved to Montevallo for my father to accept a position as assistant professor of biology at Alabama College, which is now the University of Montevallo. On her first visit to the tiny town south of Birmingham, my mother was less than impressed. It was surrounded by lime plants, rock quarries, and cow pastures. But she resolved to support her husband’s career choice, and soon enough the day came when my parents couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

			Their first home in Montevallo was in a converted barn apartment out by the college lake. Eventually, they moved into town, to 446 Pineview Road. I was born in 1965.

			By that time there were quite a few yellow legal pads filled with cursive writing in pencil. Late at night after my brother and I were in bed, my father would settle down by the fireplace and write. The flow of words never stopped, and the young college professor seemed driven to get it all down on paper, as if doing so would purge the demons that caused his nightmares.

			Around 1971 or 1972, my parents decided it was time to move their growing family to a new house. They purchased a couple of acres on Cardinal Crest Road and started building their dream home. We moved there in 1973. John was fifteen, and I was eight. While we built treehouses, roamed the surrounding woods with our .22 rifles or BB guns, and built a space capsule from the spare lumber left by the builders, my father continued writing. It was no secret that he was recording what he had experienced fighting in the jungles of the Pacific during World War II.

			Eventually he asked my mother if she would start typing what was on the yellow legal pads. It wasn’t something she was excited to do at first. But she did, first on a little Smith Corona manual typewriter and then later on an electric model, a Selectric that she and my father bought for $200.

			My mother may have been unenthusiastic in the early stages of bringing what would become my father’s book to life, but she certainly came around. She saw the power of what he was writing and the unblinking honesty of his story. I remember many summer afternoons with me sitting on the floor of the den, playing with the little green plastic Army men I had bought at the local dime store, while she clacked away on that electric typewriter in the laundry room. She was the one who told my father that his book should be published; he had simply wanted a written record of his wartime experience for the family.

			It’s true that he felt he had experienced something that needed to be shared, that it had been life altering and transformative for him as a person, and that writing it all down was something of a catharsis. But he also felt that he was telling his buddies’ story.

			I recently saw a copy of a letter that he had written to two of his Marine buddies in 1980. At that point his book was on the verge of being released. In that letter he said that he had spent the last several years obsessing about the most unpleasant years of his life, recalling events, names, and details of the most horrific things that had ever happened to him and his fellow Marines, because he felt driven to tell the world what they had experienced.

			The book was written, he said in this letter, and he was ready to lay down his pen and get on with his life, to focus on his family and his career. Since he had it all down on paper, he felt that he had done what he had set out to do—divested himself of these things that were bottled up and trying to get out. Now he could forget about it and move on.

			In the fall of 2021, while preparing for a podcast episode, I found an old letter tucked inside the pages of The Old Breed: A History of the First Marine Division in World War II by George McMillan. Dated June 21, 1982, this letter was apparently a response to the copy of my father’s new book, With the Old Breed, that he had sent to McMillan for his review. Short and concise, it read:

			Dear Gene:

			You’ve written a good book. It reeks with the humility of a good infantryman, of one who has seen the worst of battle. It is honest and it is true. That photo of you on the dust jacket is GREAT, made me nearly weep with nostalgia, made me think of all the days I sat like that on my cot at Pavuvu. Something makes me think that the book is going to carve out a place for itself in WWII literature. You haven’t heard the last of it. Let me know well in advance of the Bantam pub date. Maybe I can hit some kind of lick then. I’m honored you used old breed in your title and grateful for the dedication. Now write us another good book.

			Semper Fi,

			George

			Shortly after the war ended, every man who served in one of the six Marine Divisions in World War II was sent a unit history that dealt with his particular division. Each was written by a Marine who served in that division. McMillan wrote The Old Breed for the 1st, and it is an immortal classic. That book was an indelible part of my childhood: opening up my father’s copy, seeing his scribbled notes in his familiar cursive handwriting in the margins, and smelling the musty aroma of an old book sitting long on the shelf. It was, in a way, a blueprint for his own book.

			It takes me back to when I was an adolescent, sitting on the floor of his study while he was at his desk. I spent hours looking at The Old Breed’s illustrations and pictures, fascinated by what my father and men like him had endured on those far-flung islands. To find a letter written by its author to my father lauding what he had just published was an amazing discovery. McMillan’s prediction that my father’s book would “carve out a place for itself in WWII literature” was, as it would turn out, incredibly prescient.

			My father’s manuscript, as it was originally typed by my mother and later by his secretary at the University of Montevallo, was around 1,100 pages. It began with his enlistment in the Marine Corps after his freshman year at Marion Military Institute and then purposefully flunking out of the V-12 officer’s training program at Georgia Tech. He subsequently went into the Marines as an enlisted man. He goes through his training to become a Marine, his service in the Pacific theater at Peleliu and Okinawa, and then occupation duty in China before he finally came home to Mobile, Alabama, in 1946.

			I remember my father sealing up huge manila envelopes containing his manuscript and sending them off to prospective publishers. One pleasant afternoon, probably in 1979, after I had gotten home from school and he had gotten home from work, we walked up the driveway to the mailbox, where we found a large envelope. “Well, that’s probably a publisher returning the manuscript,” he said matter-of-factly. He opened the package and pulled out a letter as we walked back down the driveway to the house.

			It was, in fact, a rejection letter, the second one he had received. I didn’t read it, but my father simply said, “Well, that’s that.”

			Not long after, on another pleasant afternoon when I got home, my mother told me the exciting news that they had just heard from the third publisher, Presidio Press, that his book was to be published. They recommended that it be no longer than approximately three hundred pages, so this meant that the manuscript would be cut off at the point where the fighting on Okinawa ended. This they did, and in 1981 With the Old Breed was published.

			For many years after I remember my father working on what came to be referred to as “the China manuscript.” The idea was to make his China duty a book in its own right. While that story was certainly happier and more pleasant than With the Old Breed, my father didn’t work on it with any sense of urgency. At that point my brother was long out of the house, and I was in college, then out on my own.

			My father’s nightmares now rarely occurred. The visions of dead Marines rising out of their rain-filled foxholes in the shell-torn mud fields of Okinawa, forlornly, silently, moving about in the lurid, eerie, greenish light of star shells swaying from their parachutes—the descriptions of which still move me to tears—seemed laid to rest.

			With the Old Breed rolled on like a juggernaut, gaining accolades and recognition and garnering a reputation of being, in the words of military history scholar John Keegan, “one of the most arresting documents in war literature.” Paul Fussell called it “one of the finest memoirs to emerge from any war.” It has been compared to The Red Badge of Courage and All Quiet on the Western Front. And the list goes on.

			It was perfectly understandable that my father had had enough of war. The cards and letters from readers and admirers the world over never stopped coming. The requests to speak to various groups or to be interviewed for a film or documentary about Peleliu or Okinawa were frequent and continued until the later years of his life. He felt obligated to go do these things until finally one day we told him, “You’ve done your part, Dad; if you don’t want to go, don’t.” Some World War II veterans happily donned dress uniforms with ribbons and medals and rode in the backs of convertibles in Veterans Day parades cheered by throngs of well-wishers, but my father just wanted to forget about all of it.

			He passed away in 2001, and by that time his fame was well established. His second book, China Marine, was published posthumously in 2002.

			Many years later his place in the annals of military history and American culture would be even further solidified, if that were possible, by recognition of his talents and contributions by Ken Burns and Tom Hanks. But that was much later. Not long after his passing, my mother and I were discussing a letter from an admirer who had just read With the Old Breed. It must have been a particularly moving letter; I don’t remember it, but I do recall my mother saying, “I think your father will be larger in death than he was in life.”

			And so it has been.

			At some point around 1999, my father began organizing all his papers, letters, and research material that he had accumulated over the years while he was writing his manuscript. He boxed up all this material and sent it to Auburn University, where it was placed in the archives. Among these papers was the original unedited manuscript of With the Old Breed.

			Over the years my family had discussed bringing to light the parts of the original manuscript that were not published. We never pursued it until October of 2021, when my mother brought it up again. “I’ve thought about that too,” I said, “but do you think there’s really that much there that would add to the story?” She was convinced there was, and I decided to do something about it.

			With the Old Breed has been around now for over forty years. While intimately familiar with the book and its origins, I really had no idea how much unpublished material from his original manuscript was tucked away in the files down there at Auburn University. I decided to write a companion piece to With the Old Breed that would be composed of that material, interwoven with my recollections, as his son, of watching that classic book come to life.

			I obtained a complete copy of the original manuscript and thus began my mission.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Material from the unedited manuscript of With the Old Breed appears in bold.

			One day when I was around three or four years old, I was sitting on the floor of the den of our house, looking out through the sliding glass doors to the patio during a heavy rain shower. The raindrops were hitting the bricks of the patio and splashing in every direction. Little ringlets redounded out from the center of each splash. My father knelt beside me and pointed out at the thrumming rain. “Look at that,” he said. “See the way the water splashes when it hits? Those are called water babies. They’re little elves splashing around in the water!”

			In the spring of 1945, as American forces pushed the Japanese further south on Okinawa, my father and his fellow Marines were at the point of exhaustion. As they neared Shuri, the main Japanese defensive bastion on the southern part of the island, the fighting was as bitter and the environment as brutal as anything they had experienced yet. Sitting in his foxhole, on the edge of a ridge, my father could look out across a muddy, shell-torn field of death and destruction.

			Directly below his gun pit was a flooded crater filled with a dead Marine. This poor man had been killed early in the fighting in that area. His grisly, skeletal remains created a horrific, vivid memory for my father. He remembered how the corpse lay with his back against the shell crater, still clutching a rusting BAR, his helmet resting against the side. The ghostly remains of his face under the cloth-covered helmet leered up at the sky as the rain poured down.

			“His pack and web canvas ammo pouches for the big 20 round BAR magazines were all new and neatly adjusted.

			“The man had been dead quite some time. In the rain, with the agents of decay rapidly at work, I saw the face vanish and rot away day by day.… The result was the most spine chilling and horrible expression imaginable.

			“One night by the light of a star shell I looked down at the big BAR man and his awful, livid face grinning up at me in the pouring rain, and in the eerie light the white teeth, the jaws and the big black eye sockets formed a spectral visage beneath the helmet.

			“The star shell flickered out. I shuddered in the rain. When another star shell whistled in and popped open, I could not bear to look back down at him.

			Numb with fatigue, my father sat in the mud and filth, watching the raindrops splash on and around that corpse in the shell crater and remembering how, when he was a child, he was fascinated at how the rain splashed on and around a large green frog in a ditch in his family’s backyard. His grandmother told him that elves made splashes like that, and they were called water babies.

			In later years, after reading his book, I reflected on this horrific scene, and I wondered if the young college professor kneeling beside his younger son and gazing out at the water babies on the patio might have still been trying to forget that day near Half Moon Hill on Okinawa.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Eugene Sledge and his father, Dr. Edward S. Sledge (my grandfather), were bumping along a back road in my grandfather’s Model A, returning from a hunting trip. They heard the momentous news announced on the car’s radio. Although in the years since the indelible image of thousands of young men standing in lines at recruiting stations across the country has been burned into the American psyche, my father’s military experience was not so immediate. My grandparents and my uncle urged him to stay in college and get commissioned into the Army as an officer. My uncle Edward was a graduate of the Citadel and destined for distinguished service in an armor unit.

			My father was a freshman at Marion Military Institute. On December 3, 1942, he had enlisted in the United States Marine Corps.

			“Pop, as a physician, had risen to the rank of Lt. Col. in the Army Medical Corps in World War I and knew the advantages of being an officer.”

			With his family adjuring him to avoid serving in the enlisted ranks, my father compromised and, when a Marine Corps recruiting team came to Marion, he signed up for the V-12 officer’s training program. Thus began his career as a college boy Marine at Georgia Tech in Atlanta. Due to report for duty on July 1, 1943, he spent his last few weeks in Mobile with family and friends who had not already headed off to war.

			“During June, I rode Cricket every chance I had—somehow, I knew it would be a long time before I saw that little horse again. Deacon, my spaniel, followed me everywhere. Mother, Pop, and I spent a lot of time together, and I visited friends who had not already left Mobile for service in the armed forces.”

			Life as a college boy Marine, though easy, rapidly became intolerable. Half of the 180-man detachment, my father among them, deliberately flunked out so that they would then go into the Marine Corps as enlisted men. Soon enough he was headed to Marine Corps Boot Camp in San Diego, California. It was there that he would meet his drill instructor, Cpl. Doherty, and become a part of Platoon 984.

			Growing up in the 1970s, we watched many of the television shows of the day that provided wholesome entertainment. One was Gomer Pyle, USMC. My father watched very little television, but when he passed through the living room one day during the episode of Gomer’s enlistment, he stopped and watched with us. What followed has remained one of my cherished memories of those days.

			Gomer had aroused the ire of Sergeant Carter, and the sergeant had Gomer put a bucket over his head and sing the Marine Corps hymn. We guffawed as Gomer sang under the bucket and Sergeant Carter shook with barely controlled anger before erupting into paroxysms of screaming and yelling.

			“That reminds me of the ‘bucket issue,’” my father commented.

			“Corporal Doherty moved us out at quick march to a warehouse. At this warehouse we drew our bucket issue, an old tradition in the Marine Corps. We were each issued a large, heavy, galvanized bucket filled with numerous articles including soap, large wooden scrubbing brush, toothpaste, toothbrush, shaving soap, etc. Scuttlebutt had it that we had to pay for this bucket full of junk with our first month’s salary while in boot camp.”

			From an early age, I had a fascination with firearms. My brother and I spent many hours in the woods behind the house shooting our BB guns, later .22 rifles and sometimes black powder muzzleloaders. We had many conversations through the years about the safe and responsible use of firearms. When I was a teenager, my father taught me to shoot a .30 caliber M1 carbine. I was particularly interested in this weapon because, as a mortarman, he carried one like it. In our backyard, he taught me to shoot “the Marine Corps way.”

			“Before dawn on a chilly December morning, we boarded USMC buses for the trip to the rifle range which was some miles away in the hills.”

			Their training began with “snapping in.” This involved focusing on proper use of the sites, trigger squeeze, and breathing technique.

			While I was kneeling in the shooting position and practicing the breathing and trigger squeeze, my father, with his red L.L.Bean handkerchief wrapped around his hand, would push the bolt. When we inserted a loaded magazine into the carbine and started shooting, I was impressed that his pushing the bolt back while dry firing was an excellent simulation of the actual recoil of the weapon.

			As important as technique was, however, the thing my father instilled in me, forever after, was safety. He exhorted me to “keep the weapon pointed downrange at all times, to never point a weapon at anything you don’t intend to shoot. Many accidents have happened with ‘unloaded weapons.’”

			After eight grueling weeks of intensive training, he graduated from Marine Corps Boot Camp on December 24, 1943. By that time in the Pacific, the great US juggernaut was heading ever closer to Japan. Guadalcanal and the rest of the Solomon Islands were now US territory. The US Army was winning victories in New Guinea, and the Marines had just secured Tarawa (at terrible cost) a month earlier in the Central Pacific. The 1st Marine Division, which my father was destined to join, was at that moment headed to Cape Gloucester on the western end of New Britain island, which they would invade on December 26, 1943.

			“At this period there was a great deal of talk and speculation…‘where do we go from here?’ Scuttlebutt was rampant…one man had heard that we would be in the Pacific jungles within two weeks.”

			By the end of basic training, my father reflected that Corporal Doherty had done his job well. They were mentally and physically tough.

			In the predawn darkness of Christmas Day 1943, Platoon 984 fell in for the last time with their seabags and rifles. They went down to a warehouse, and as each man’s name and destination was called, he reported to a designated truck.

			Corporal Doherty called out, “Eugene B. Sledge, 534559, full individual equipment and M1 rifle, infantry, Camp Elliott.”

			Most of these men were headed for the infantry. My father told me that at the time it never occurred to them why. They were destined to take the place of the increasing casualties in the rifle or line companies in the Pacific. They were going to be the tip of the spear—cannon fodder.

			As the trucks rolled out, my father noticed Corporal Doherty watching them leave. Though he disliked his drill instructor, he did respect him.

			There is no way to know what Corporal Doherty was thinking as he watched his new Marines roll by in the trucks on that chilly Christmas morning. I’ve wondered if he could have imagined that one of those Marines would go on to immortalize him in a highly regarded memoir.

			My father’s infantry training began at Camp Elliott, which was several miles north of the San Diego Recruit Depot, where he completed boot camp. It was then that he chose 60mm mortars as his weapons specialty.

			A calmly confident blond sergeant, who my father remembered as “about my size but slightly heavier,” addressed the men who had chosen to become mortarmen. He explained the effectiveness of the weapon in breaking up attacks on the company front and softening enemy defenses.

			This man had seen action during the fierce fighting on Guadalcanal, and he explained the characteristics of the weapon. It was smoothbore and muzzle loaded. When the tube—or barrel—bipod and baseplate were assembled, it weighed forty-five pounds. Because of its high angle of fire, mortars were extremely effective against enemy troops in defilades or behind ridges that might provide cover from artillery. At that time in the Marine Corps, there were two, sometimes three, 60mm mortars in each rifle company.

			They spent hours studying the weapon, how to set it up, how to tear it down, and how to take a compass reading on a target, then place an aiming stake in front of the gun to correspond to that reading.

			“‘In most cases,’ said the sergeant, ‘you will not see the target you are firing on but will depend on your observer to give you the correct compass reading and range and you then line your sights up on a stake just in front of the gun. After firing one or two rounds to register the gun, the observer will correct your fire. You must level the bubbles after each round—if you don’t, the gun is out of alignment, and you may drop shells on your own people.’

			Subsequent lessons dealt with bracketing fire, searching fire, traversing fire, and combinations of these.”

			When the men began training with live ammunition, they quickly realized what a deadly weapon they were dealing with. With each shell burst downrange, they could see steel fragments kick up dust in an area of nine to eighteen yards when the shells struck the ground. Three shell bursts covered an area of about thirty-five by thirty-five yards. When one man commented that he felt sorry for any Japanese caught in such a situation, the sergeant reminded him that the enemy would be throwing plenty of hot stuff back at them.

			My father, a reflective man in his own right, realized at that moment that this was the difference between war and hunting. “When I survived the former, I gave up the latter,” he said in later years.

			He shared a story with me when I was a young man and had recently developed an interest in deer hunting. He was on a deer hunt with some family friends in some deep forest land somewhere along the Mobile and Tensaw Rivers after he had returned home from the war. It was a frosty morning, he was on a stand and heard deer being driven toward him in the pale light of dawn. A young buck that was on the run came crashing through the woods and stopped a short distance away from where my father stood. The other hunters and their dogs were fast approaching. The buck, a four point, stared wide-eyed right at my father. “It felt like ambush,” he told me. “I wasn’t about to shoot that deer. So, I stood out from my stand, held my arms up, and whistled softly at him. He turned tail and ran to safety.” When the others caught up with him and asked if he had seen the deer go by, he simply told them no.

			He did love being in the woods, but he’d lost the desire to kill. My own interest in hunting spanned a few years, but early on I arrived at the same conclusion as my father: I thoroughly enjoyed spending a day in the woods with a rifle or a pistol, but I was just as happy to shoot at a stick in the creek as I was trying to kill something.

			My father and his fellow Marine recruits also learned about hand-to-hand combat.

			Their instructor explained how when the sun went down in the Pacific islands, the Japanese always sent men into positions to try to infiltrate the lines. They were tough and they liked close-in fighting.

			At this point, they were introduced to the Marine’s foxhole companion, the Ka-Bar knife. The knife was one foot long with a seven-inch-long-by-one-and-a-half-inch-wide blade. The five-inch handle was made of leather washers packed together stamped with “USMC” on the upper guard. It was light and beautifully balanced.

			The Ka-Bar that was issued to my father, and that was his constant companion throughout his combat service in World War II, lay on the bookshelf in his study. I sat in that room and had many conversations with him through my formative years. I would pick up his Ka-Bar and test its balance and weight. He would always say, “Careful, that thing is razor sharp. It’s the most beautifully balanced knife you’ll ever see.”

			“The instructor taught us how to hold the Ka-Bar, keeping the blade tip always pointed at the throat. ‘Practice shifting the Ka-Bar from one hand to the other. Learn to toss it from one hand to the other but keep your eyes on your opponent at all times because he is gonna move in fast. By changing your knife from hand to hand you will confuse him. We practiced this with renewed interest.”

			My father quickly saw that survival depended on what they learned.

			Despite the heavy and intense training regimen that turned them into battle-ready Marines, there were recreational diversions.

			“In the afternoons after being dismissed we took a hot shower, cleaned our rifles, washed clothes, and ‘shot the breeze’ or got in a little sack time…or had a beer at the slop chute. Most of the conversation centered around women, home, and our training.

			“On weekends a man could obtain a pass which gave him time to travel to Hollywood, Los Angeles, and other cities. I made frequent trips to the various zoos nearby.

			“Weekend trips to Los Angeles began with catching a bus outside Camp Elliott. If your uniform wasn’t sharp with shoes shined, as you passed the guard at the gate you were ordered to get it squared away or not leave camp.”

			That was a familiar sight every couple of weeks or so around our house growing up: my father sitting either in his study or in my parents’ bedroom and polishing his shoes, then briskly buffing them with a brush to a bright sheen fit to pass any inspection.

			“The bus carried us to the San Diego railroad depot. Hundreds of Marines, and an occasional civilian, boarded a train for the trip to L.A.

			“One night a couple of the boys and I went to a burlesque theater which was supposed to feature chorus girls. I was sporting a brand-new suit of Marine dress blues I had recently purchased. (The Marine Corps didn’t issue the dress blue uniform to us during World War II, but a man could buy his own from certain authorized dealers.)”

			Those very dress blues hung in the cedar closet of a downstairs bedroom when I was growing up. On many occasions I would take them out, pull off the plastic that covered them, and admire their crisp perfection. They were still adorned with his ribbons and battle stars, the braided French fourragère around the left shoulder and the two chevrons of a corporal. It was always a point of pride for him that he was able to fit into them long after the war was a distant memory. He prided himself on maintaining a strict diet and regular exercise routine that prevented what he always referred to as a “potbelly.”

			“My buddies and I sat on about the tenth row in the side section. The girls, dressed like French can-can dancers, were beautiful. In fact, I wondered what they were doing in a place like that. The music didn’t do them justice.

			“Finally, the master of ceremonies came on stage and announced that each girl would come offstage into the audience, choose a partner, and dance with him in the aisle. The boys all clapped and cheered at this. When the next number ended, the theater lights went on, and the twenty odd girls lined up across the front of the stage and looked over the hundreds of cheering uniformed fans. Each girl acted as though it was difficult to make her choice, which of course only increased the uproar.

			“Finally, a tall, shapely, blue-eyed brunette looked me square in the eye and pointed to me. It must have been the dress blues! She slithered down off the stage and came up the aisle and beckoned to me. The troops all around me cheered and shouted at me. I hung back, insisting that she meant to dance with someone else. This delighted the young lady tremendously and when the uproar subsided, she said, ‘I mean you Marine. You’re cute.’ Her sultry voice could have melted a glacier. The uproar around me began again, and my buddies shoved me out into the aisle. After the first dance my compatriots could stand it no longer and swarmed out into the aisle to have their turn. The M.C. finally coaxed all of us back to our seats with the promise of an extra-long show that night. When we returned to the barracks Sunday night my buddies razzed me about blushing so much when I danced with her.

			“‘Where did you take her after the show Sledgehammer?’

			“‘Nowhere,’ I said.

			“‘You mean you didn’t go the stage door to meet her after the show?’

			“‘No.’

			“Groans of disappointment followed my answer.

			“‘You’re hopeless Sledgehammer.’

			“‘Alright you guys, knock it off!’ yelled the sergeant.”

			On November 20 to November 23, 1943, when my father was still in boot camp, the 2nd Marine Division assaulted the tiny coral atoll of Tarawa in the Gilbert Islands, thus opening Adm. Chester W. Nimitz’s Central Pacific drive with the first of the “storm landings.” As explained by Col. Joseph H. Alexander, USMC, my good friend and my son’s namesake, in his superb treatise Storm Landings:

			“While there were many amphibious landings throughout the Pacific, only a few qualify as storm landings—the Japanese description of America’s bold, frontal, daylight assaults into the teeth of prepared defenses.

			“For a variety of geostrategic reasons, these storm landings occurred in the Central Pacific from November 1943 to the spring of 1945. The list is short: Tarawa, Saipan, Guam, Tinian, Peleliu, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa.

			“The days of combining a tactical defensive with the strategic offensive ended with Guadalcanal and Bougainville. These later operations in the Central Pacific were assaults from start to finish. The landing force never relinquished the offensive. The battles were violent, relatively short, thoroughly decisive, always bloody.”1

			My father reflected on the most recent Marine Corps campaign and saw that the 2nd Division suffered terrible losses—3,381 dead and wounded. Its Marines killed all but seventeen of the 4,386 Japanese defenders of the tiny atoll. There was loud and severe criticism of the Marine Corps by the American public and some members of the military because of the number of casualties.2

			“This was just heating up in the press when I got to Camp Elliott. We were all interested in what had happened and questioned our instructors about it. Everyone agreed that there can be no element of surprise in attacking a tiny island in mid ocean. Losses would be high, but adequate numbers of amphibious tractors [amtracs, or LVTs for Landing Vehicle Tracked] could get troops successfully across the reefs that surrounded most of the islands in the Central Pacific. We hoped numerous amtracs would be available when we got overseas.”

			Mortar school and all aspects of advanced infantry training continued the entire time my father was at Camp Elliott. The last phase of special training received before embarking for the Pacific, and the real action, were swimming qualifications.

			“In a large heated outdoor pool, we practiced endurance and distance swimming. There was a tower at the side which was supposed to simulate the deck of a troopship. It was about 35 feet high. We climbed the cargo net to the top of the tower and then jumped off, feet first, into the pool. When you surfaced, you had to remove your shirt, flip it over and trap air inside and use it as a float. We were told that no one could go overseas unless he passed his swimming qualifications. I know of only one man who couldn’t meet the requirements, and whether he was given the chance to qualify later I never knew.”

			When I was five years old, my family joined a local swimming pool in Montevallo. While my father was never what I would have described as an athletic man, he was always fit and believed in vigorous exercise. My parents would take my brother and me to the swimming pool on hot summer days. While John and I, and our friends, reenacted scenes from Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea (a late 1960s undersea science fiction show with Richard Basehart and David Hedison), our father would swim laps as often as he could. At the time, I didn’t give much thought to the fact that he was a very smooth swimmer and seemed very comfortable in the water. I’m sure all that Marine Corps training was coming back to him then.
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			Chapter Two

			Having completed advanced infantry training at Camp Elliott, my father and his fellow Marines were assigned to the 46th Replacement Battalion. This was a transient unit that simply ensured that new replacements were delivered to the Pacific Theater, whereupon each man would be assigned to the unit in which he would serve.

			On February 28, 1944, they lined up to board a troopship in the San Diego harbor.

			“I had seen many oceangoing vessels in Mobile Harbor, but the President Polk appeared to me to be the about the largest passenger ship I had ever seen.”

			A healthy appreciation and love for the Alabama and Florida Gulf Coast, including Mobile Bay and its teeming harbor, has always been with the Sledge family. As a youngster in Mobile, my grandmother, Mary Frank, would take my father to the waterfront where they would marvel at the bustling activity of a vibrant southern port. My brother John, in his book The Gulf of Mexico, wrote:

			“The American Gulf’s smacks, luggers, trawlers, skiffs, and private charters were dwarfed by the oceangoing vessels that routinely crowded its harbors. Four- and five-masted lumber schooners, barks, white -hulled banana steamers, cargo ships, and tankers were all commonly seen moored together until the 1930s when sail power finally dwindled away.”3

			When we would visit our grandmother in Mobile in the early 1970s, we made regular visits to the waterfront. My father would drive me there in my grandmother’s green and white 1959 Pontiac—I think it was a Star Chief—to take in the sights and smells. As John remembers in his book The Mobile River:

			“During the 1960s, for example, my grandmother often took me down to the docks to watch the stevedores at work. This was always a favorite outing. While other young boys dreamed of growing up to be firemen, policemen, baseball players, or soldiers, I wanted to be a stevedore and spend my days manhandling exotic cargoes from the holds of salt-streaked freighters.”4

			That February morning in 1944 made an impression on my father when he caught his first glimpse of the President Polk.

			“The gang plank, leading from dockside up to the main deck, looked like it was at about a 45-degree angle, and was mighty long. “

			The claustrophobic and fetid conditions of troopships had to be endured by thousands of young men who served overseas in every theater of the war. Even worse than these conditions were those endured by submariners. I well remember a trip my father, brother, and I made to visit the USS Alabama (BB-60), and the submarine USS Drum (SS-228) sitting beside her at the Battleship Memorial Park in Mobile. As we moved through the hot, tiny compartments aboard the Drum on that humid Mobile afternoon, I was duly impressed by the dazzling array of gauges, control levers, and shiny brass fittings. When we passed through one of the crew berths, my father whistled, shook his head, and remarked on the courage of the sailors who could live and fight in such a closely confined contraption.

			On the Polk, the air was foul and the light dim. As soon as possible, they went topside.

			“The racks shook and bounced when men climbed up and down, and when you stretched out, you were apt to get a boondocker in the face or a hand stepped on.

			“An announcement prefaced by ‘Now hear this, now hear this!’ blared out over the squawk box instructing us to line up along certain gangways and passages leading to the galley. First chow in the ship’s galley was an experience.”

			Amid the roar of ventilators, they ate standing at long folding tables. A sailor told my father that these had been used as operating tables for the Marine casualties the ship took on during one of the earlier Pacific campaigns.

			The USS President Polk (AP-103) had stood by as a casualty-receiving ship for the shot-up Marines coming off Tarawa during that invasion in November 1943. In February 1944, she served again in that capacity, taking casualties from Kwajalein in the Marshall Islands back to the States. It was following that trip that the Marines of the 46th Replacement Battalion, my father among them, boarded her and headed for the Pacific.

			In the wee hours of the next morning, they awoke to the vibration of the ship’s engine. They were heading out. It was around 0500, and in the predawn darkness the deck grew crowded with young Marines wanting to catch a last glimpse of familiar shores. It was a hushed, subdued atmosphere as each man dealt with his own thoughts and grappled with the realization that they might never see home again.

			“With the shout, ‘gangway, ship’s crew!’ sailors scurried about their duties as we stumbled around getting out of the way. In short order, things were squared away, and the President Polk moved slowly out through San Diego harbor and bay.

			“Later in the morning as the California coast became a thin irregular line on the horizon over the stern, the ship came into ground swells that made us roll and pitch. I finally developed the ability to move about aboard a rolling ship with a minimum of holding on to railings, like an old salt. While the President Polk was rolling and pitching its way through the land swells most of the troops aboard laughed and joked about it being the best roller coaster they had ever seen. Before long, much of the laughter was diminishing and becoming groans of seasickness. Fortunately, I was never seasick, but some men were absolutely plagued with the malady even in the gentlest roll.”

			Later in life my father suffered from frequent stomach problems—spastic stomach, as it was termed by his doctor. He always kept a few Rolaids in his pocket. I remember the nightstand in my parent’s bedroom where he always had his pocket change, key chain and leather belt loop (with a Japanese dog tag attached to it that Sid Phillips had picked up on Cape Gloucester), pocketknife, and a couple of Rolaids.

			On a family beach trip to Destin, Florida, in 1974, my brother, father, and I took a four-hour trawling trip one morning aboard a forty-foot boat named the Calypso II. It was a sunny day, but the water was anything but calm as we headed out five miles into the Gulf. The seas that day were running five to eight feet. As my brother John recalled in The Gulf of Mexico:

			“Once out in open water, we were rocking with the green waves lifting and dropping the boat and shoving it in all directions. Dad, a World War II Marine Corps combat veteran whose sea experience included riding out a typhoon on board a supply ship, said it reminded him of being in the Pacific.”

			I was very worried about becoming seasick, even though I felt fine. My father told me not to think about it and slipped me one of his ever-present Rolaids. He seemed to be enjoying the pitch and roll.

			The daily routine of life aboard a troopship crossing the ocean was marked by a monotony of diet and boredom.

			The threat of patrolling enemy submarines was ever present, and a fully loaded troopship presented a very desirable target. It was for this reason that the men were strictly forbidden to throw any type of trash overboard, and anyone who disobeyed would suffer severe punishment.

			“We were warned that even a cigarette butt, match or candy wrapper might be seen on the ocean by a patrolling submarine. Naturally everyone was very cooperative concerning trash disposal.”

			Daily activities on board included calisthenics and rifle inspections. Abandon ship drills were also conducted.

			“Directions came over the squawk box, and each passenger and seaman had his station along the side of the ship where he would jump overboard if the order to ‘abandon ship’ was ever given. All the ship’s personnel had large jacket-type life vests that they donned, and passengers wore a rubber inflatable lifebelt at all times.

			“Several days later a shout went up from men on the bow that porpoises were escorting the ship. This meant land was near. I thought of Mobile Bay and the Gulf of Mexico as I watched five graceful porpoises play around the bow of the ship.”

			My father spoke to me often about the Gulf and how it had to be respected. It could be calm and docile, but it quickly turned rough and tempestuous. I remember his recounting how, during his time in the Pacific, he had sometimes seen the water as calm as glass.

			“The sea was so calm at times that the surface looked like glass. I was always impressed by the utter vastness of the ocean. We once saw a whale in the distance, and several times we saw flying fish jumping from one wave to another. Other than that, it was an endless expanse of sea and sky from beginning to end of the voyage.”

			On March 17 the Polk passed through the Great Barrier Reef to arrive at New Caledonia. As the ship closed on the harbor, a pilot boat came alongside. He climbed the ship’s ladder and went to the bridge to guide the vessel into the harbor of Nouméa.

			“He looked like something from another era surrounded by swabbies in blue denim work pants, shirts and white hats, and ship’s officers in khakis.”

			As they passed into the channel leading into the harbor, the deep blue of the Pacific Ocean turned to green. Any idyllic thoughts of an exotic seaport, however, soon dissipated as the vessel glided into its berth at a dock with long warehouses. This area bustled with activity as American military personnel, many on tractors, busily moved crates and equipment. Most of the shipping my father saw here was US Navy, but there were also foreign merchant freighters and civilian fishing boats.
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