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To all Marine Raiders past, present, and future…


“Thank you” doesn’t seem enough.










Author’s Note


John the Apostle penned these words in the last verse of his Gospel:




Jesus did many other things. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.





In writing about our heroes of World War II, in particular these magnificent Marine Raiders, I too can appreciate John’s lament.










Foreword


Ronald Reagan once said, “Some people spend their entire lifetime wondering if they made a difference to this world…. Marines don’t have that problem.” I joined the United States Marine Corps back in 1975, when it wasn’t very fashionable to don the uniform, following in my father’s footsteps. My six brothers also became Marines—we were a military family to the core. I served proudly in many billets, bases, and stations all around the world, visiting over seventy countries in the art of supporting and defending our Constitution. Hopefully I have made a difference during my service.


I recently retired after spending over forty faithful years in and around the United States Marine Corps. I would do it all over again if given the opportunity. I retired as the director of the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program in 2019, an assignment that was one of the highlights of my career. In this role, I not only met dozens of great American patriots actively serving in the Marines; I also got to meet those special Marine veterans who served in a legendary Marine unit in World War II. They were called the Marine Raiders, and they definitely made a difference.


From 2002 to 2003, I had the distinct pleasure of meeting a World War II Raider for the first time. His name was Ken O’Donnell, and he served with the 4th Battalion of Marine Raiders. He loved telling me he served under President Roosevelt’s son, then his battalion’s commanding officer. He was so humble yet so dignified. The stories he told left me eager to learn more about these unbelievable men, these heroes of our great nation.


Ken took me in to the Raider Association and made me feel like I belonged. Thanks to Ken, I was invited to their annual reunions, where I met many other Raiders. I reciprocated by pushing to name our new building in their honor: Raider Hall, the home of the Marine Corps Martial Arts Center of Excellence.


With the name change, Raiders started to come out of the woodwork to donate artifacts and mementos from their service. The Raiders were so thrilled about their “new home” that they thought it should host their reunions. As their new host, I met more Raiders and heard more and more stories that enthralled me from men like “Horse Collar” Smith, Chuck Meacham, Howard Berg, Archie Rackerby, “Mudhole” Merrill, and many, many more. These were men who were recognized around the world as members of the first elite fighting force in the Marine Corps, known for their physical endurance, their martial artistry, their patriotism, their professionalism, and the pride they had for serving as Marines.


Every year, thousands of people descend upon Raider Hall, coming from all over the globe to see what has become the unofficial Raider “museum.” They don’t come to see today’s Marines; they come to read about the Marine Raiders of yesteryear.


I have been honored and privileged to be friends with members of our Raider Family for the past eighteen years. In that time, I have come to know and respect these men who sacrificed so much during and after World War II—men who, even after deploying to fight the evil powers of those years, came back home to build this great nation. Men who returned home to finish high school, go to college, get their master’s, marry their sweethearts and start families, become doctors and lawyers, policemen and firemen. In my experience, Tom Brokaw was absolutely right to call them the “Greatest Generation.”


Those hard-charging Raiders convinced our then commandant, General Amos, to change the name of the Corps Special Operations Organization, commonly known as MARSOC, to the “Raiders.” MARSOC Marines were the “elite” fighting force serving as special operators for our country, just like the Raiders of World War II once had. The legacy of those gallant warriors of the past will never be forgotten, and our newest Raider Battalions carrying on the rich traditions will make sure that they continue to strike fear in the hearts of our country’s enemies.


I am, and always will be, an ardent admirer of these fellow warriors.


Semper Fidelis


Joe “Marine” Shusko, USMC (Ret.)


Honorary WWII Raider


Marine Always










Prologue


The whole world changed in the days following the “day of infamy.” Though the winds of war had been blowing for many months, America was caught woefully unprepared. The country that would become the arsenal of democracy was undermanned, under-equipped, and under-supplied for war.


Activity spread nationwide as America woke up to what was going on in the world. Every industry was transformed to meet the needs of the war effort. The year coming to a close had seen more than 3 million cars manufactured in the United States. Only 139 more cars would be built nationwide over the remaining course of the war. Chrysler would produce fuselages; General Motors, airplane engines, guns, and tanks; and the Ford Motor Company at its vast Willow Run plant in Ypsilanti, Michigan, would produce B-24 Liberators—long range bombers with 1,550,000 parts each, much more complicated than the 15,000 parts per car. Yet, miraculously, one enormous plane would come off the line every 63 minutes.


The United States’ commercial production machine had morphed into American wartime production, an entirely different beast. The eye of a sleeping giant had suddenly snapped open.


Yet as fiercely as this historically unprecedented manufacturing growth had ignited, an even more formidable force loomed on the horizon. Thousands upon thousands of American citizens volunteered to defend their country. America’s industrial might was complemented by the commitment of her sons to their country’s cause. Young men from across the country made the difficult decision to volunteer for the military effort. Both eyes of the slumbering giant had opened wide.


This is the story—plain and simple—of four of those young men. All four woke up one morning living in a country that had been attacked and decided to fight to protect her. When they went off to war, they wanted to be with the best. To their way of thinking, that was the Marines, and they found themselves, along with a few hundred others, marked by destiny to become part of a special-forces group called the Raiders. The configuration—four separate battalions—would form a single family of special forces within the Marine Corps. Yet each Raider Battalion developed a bit of its own persona, colored by the amazingly unique leaders who sired and led each. These four young men with contrasting backgrounds and widely varied personalities would join one of each of the four legendary battalions—altogether different siblings in the Raider family, but blood brothers nonetheless.


The Raiders’ heroics would rock the world. Their fierce hand-to-hand combat tactics showed crack, veteran Japanese troops that these Americans were also fierce warriors. Their early Pacific successes would give their own discouraged country something to cheer. They would take part in battles whose names would forever brush elbows with the pinnacles of Marine Corps history at Tripoli, Montezuma, and Belleau Wood. They would be heralded in magazines, newspapers, and books worldwide—and often photographed. They carried special knives including thin, wicked blades known as stilettos. They had their own patches, penned their own songs, and even invoked their own unique calls, like “Saddle Up!” and “Gung Ho!”—the title Hollywood would use in the ’40s for a wildly popular movie based on their exploits.


But these special forces—as a separate group—wouldn’t last long. The World War II Raiders were like shooting stars: short-lived and magnificent. The group would be disbanded after just twenty months. Yet their legacy stretches across generations, and their deeds will be remembered as long as mankind endures.










CHAPTER I Boys Become Men





[image: Image]

1. Overview of WWII Pacific Theater: 1941–1945




The Factory Guard December 15, 1942



Ever since Pearl Harbor, an unmistakable sense of urgency permeated every aspect of rifle production at Ilion, New York’s Remington Arms factory. Each worker strained to examine metal parts that much more carefully, while craftsmen sanded whiskey-colored walnut stocks with heightened concentration. Any particular ’03 Springfield rifle could wind up in France or on an island in the Pacific. Chances were that rifle would be the only thing protecting an American soldier from death.


It had only been a few days since the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, but the U.S. government had already asked Remington Arms for 134,000 M1903 Springfield bolt-action rifles. Soon, however, it would raise that order to 308,000, before raising it again to 508,000. In short measure, target production would stand at a rate of 2,000 rifles a day.


It was mid-morning when the 6'2" Remington security guard moved with long, confident strides across the noisy factory floor toward the break room.


“Hey, Lee,” called out one of the munitions workers with a wave of his hand. “Here, look at this beauty,” he said and tossed over a brand-new Springfield.


The twenty-four-year-old deftly caught and raised the rifle to his shoulder in one easy swoop. Its whiskey-colored stock, so silky smooth, felt almost cool to the touch. He stared down the sight.


Lee Minier was no stranger to firearms. He had hunted since he was a boy and loved being outdoors. In high school, his natural athletic ability had elevated him to captain the school baseball and basketball teams. Perhaps his strength and agility was inherited from his father, who was once courted by the renowned Chicago White Sox of the ’20s.


Though Lee was known for his competitive spirit, he also possessed the mellowest baritone voice of anyone in the church choir. With a pleasant, open face and a high forehead, he looked straight at people. He was honest and calm, though his eyes betrayed an ever-present, fun-loving stripe. Everyone liked Lee Minier.


“She’s a beauty alright,” grinned Lee, returning the firearm to the table.


The seasoned gunsmith looked down, giving it one last swipe with an oil cloth, then glanced up at the rugged guard before him. “These are different times,” he said soberly.


“Yes, they are—they are that indeed,” returned the young man, and continued his walk toward the break room.


Once settled at a commissary table, Lee rubbed a thumb across one side of his coffee mug, then fingered a cigarette. All the morning newspapers heralded a surging tide sweeping across the country: “Recruiting Offices Amazed at Sunday’s Crowds,” the New York Times headline read; “Recruitment Numbers Grow Ever Stronger,” said another. Many of his friends had already enlisted.


Lee leaned back in his chair. The Depression years had hit hard. His family was no exception. When his parents were engaged, his father, Pat, had received an offer to play for the Chicago White Sox. His mother, Jolette McGrew, presented his father with an ultimatum: play ball or marry her. That way Pat would be positioned to take over her father’s banks. George “Pat” Minier became a banker and was operating several banks until the Great Crash of 1929. Though he was able to pay back money lost from his banks, it took until the late 1940s.


Like so many families during the Depression, the magnitude of loss overwhelmed the Miniers, who struggled to feed and care for their four children. To help out, his father’s sister, Clara Minier Swayne, took in one of the young boys. As she had no children of her own, Lee was the only child his aunt ever raised; she proved a loving surrogate, and he never forgot her kindness.


During his early twenties, the young man’s personal finances in Pearl, Illinois, deteriorated. He quit college and headed east to Prospect, New York, where jobs in the late ’30s were more available. However, the move had other upsides. It brought him closer to his own mother, who, after separating from his father, had returned to her original home in Prospect some years before.


Lee’s other three siblings had also migrated to Prospect. It was the first time in years he and his mother, his brothers, and his sister had spent time together. Being reunited was undeniably fulfilling—it made separating again that much more difficult to imagine.


But there was another reason that Lee was happy to be in New York. Her name was Marjorie Robinson—called Marge for short. A lovely, petite young woman, she lived across the street from his mother in Prospect. She frequented the bridge table at his mother’s home, where the two met and hit it off immediately. Lee knew he wanted to marry Marge one day.


He sipped his coffee, contemplating things, his usually smooth forehead contorted into deep furrows. His thoughts returned to what the gunsmith had just said: “These are different times.”


Work at the arms factory was crucial. Of this Lee was certain. But he wanted to do more. The conscientious young man burned with a sense of wounded national pride, just like most people did. He couldn’t exactly define the feeling in his chest, but he knew he wanted to be there, wherever that was, and play his small part in the war to get America back on her feet.


…And he knew that if he was going to fight, he wanted to go as a Marine.


Lee crushed out his cigarette, which had lain idle in his fingers. This afternoon, he would give his two weeks’ notice at Remington Arms Factory. More importantly, on the way home he would stop to talk it over with the recruiter. He rested his chin in his left hand. A good feeling surged through him.


“Sometimes you just have to make the tough decision,” Lee thought to himself. This was one.


January 7, 1942


A fresh dusting of snow overnight had softened the hard-edged Art Deco features of New York Railroad Station in Syracuse, New York. Now, in the freezing dawn hours, hundreds of young men steadily poured into the noisy terminal—one month to the day since the bombing of Pearl Harbor. They hurriedly lugged their small suitcases, duffle bags, and satchels into the station. They waited around, shuffling to keep warm. Many said their final good-byes to family members and girlfriends before boarding their trains.


Lee Minier had spent Christmas and New Year’s Eve in Prospect. He’d soaked in family time with his mother, his sister Mary, brother Hugh, and his other family members. But he especially relished his time with his sweetheart, Marge.


When they could carve out moments to be alone, Lee and Marge talked of the future, what that might look like. They debated marriage. Lee felt it wouldn’t be fair to Marge to marry before leaving, though many of his friends had married their girlfriends just prior to shipping out. Nonetheless, there was a clear understanding between them—they were a couple even though not formally engaged. And when he returned home, they would tie the knot.


Now Lee sat alone on one of the station’s benches mulling over the wonderful holidays in Prospect. The past couple of days had been a whirlwind of enlistment activities in Syracuse. With pen in hand, he bent over to address and sign a small, preprinted postcard. One had been given to him and to all the others by military enlistment personnel. The moment had arrived; the unknown stretched before Lee Minier. But no matter what the future might hold, he would greet it as a member of the United States Marines.


The High School Junior


Roy Merrill, the Chief of Police of Mesa, Arizona, had a decision to make. He studied his good-looking, muscular son, who at that moment was passionately pleading his case. Kenny had been a handful his whole life. It had been tough for both of them.


When a devastating outbreak of typhoid fever swept across most of the southwestern United States in the early 1930s, Tilly Merrill and her oldest daughter, Jetta, both succumbed to the illness. The sudden tragedy left her husband, Roy, alone with five other children to raise.


Standing over the fresh graves, the new widower made a critical decision. He would take his then seven-year-old son, Kenny, the most rambunctious and mischievous of the bunch, to live with his sister and her husband in San Pedro, California. He needed some time to sort things out. After borrowing a used Oldsmobile touring car from a friend, Roy packed up his spirited son, dressed as usual in overalls with his one pair of shoes, and headed out.


The unlikely series of events would lead the youngster, Kenneth Henry Merrill, to spend time with his aunt’s son, J.T., a sailor in the Navy. When three submarines moored in San Diego Harbor later that summer, J.T. asked if Kenny would like to go onboard a sub. Kenny answered with an instant, loud whoop of excitement.


Wide-eyed with anticipation, the eight-year-old boy half-ran, half-skipped his way from dock to submarine, scurried up and down its ladders, darted through the narrow passages, and rubbed his hands across the cold, slick torpedoes. Kenny was mesmerized by the trappings of a real-life sub and chattered non-stop about the experience for days. As he himself would later say, “It was really something.”


And in one of life’s stunning coincidences, this same submarine, the USS Nautilus, would play a key role in his life some nine years later. The three submarines moored in San Diego Harbor that joyous day when he darted around them at will had been the USS Nautilus, the USS Argonaut, and the USS Narwhal. These ships later would play vital roles in transporting Marine special forces to critical battles in the South Pacific. And the USS Nautilus herself would carry seventeen-year-old Kenny Merrill, along with his fellow Marines, to one of the first engagements in the South Pacific—one that would go down in the annals of Marine history.


But no one in Kenny’s family could have possibly known what his future held. They were just trying to keep him alive and out of trouble. After his mother died, Kenny was bounced from one family to another until he finally settled in—to some degree—with his oldest brother, Chick. At one point, after Kenny was picked up by the local police, Chick decided to just let Kenny cool his heels in jail for a day or two.


Once Ken entered high school, however, the physicality of football suited him to a tee. He proved himself a worthy defensive lineman for the Globe High School Tigers, Globe, Arizona. At 5'10" and a muscular 185 pounds, he enjoyed being hit—and hitting back.


Then came December 7, 1941: the end of football season, and the beginning of war.


Now, Chief Roy Merrill had a decision to make. He continued to gaze at his son while Kenny argued with gusto—imploring his dad to grant his request.


“I want to go, but I don’t want to go in the Army or the Navy. I want to get in there where we can get the fighting done,” said Kenny to his father. “I want to go as a Marine—they’re the first fighting and the toughest.”


Because of his age, however, the Marines wouldn’t take him without parental consent. Kenny had just turned seventeen three months before. So Kenny begged his father to sign the papers necessary for him to enlist in the Corps.


Finally, Roy Merrill gave his answer, laced with a condition. “Well, son, I’ll sign for you if you promise me one thing— that when the war is over you’ll go back and finish your high school.”


“Okay,” said Kenny, “I promise you I will.”


So that was it. On January 2, 1942, Kenneth Henry Merrill left for boot camp in San Diego, California, assigned to Platoon Number 33. Six months of high school ROTC had equipped Ken with the basics of arms drills, marksmanship, and marching. The course helped him transition fairly quickly into military training.


Unlike some recruits, however, who needed time to adjust to the rigors of boot camp, the energetic young teenager thrived in the demanding, structured environment. Completely comfortable in his own skin, the belligerent sergeants didn’t intimidate him. He took it all in stride and never lost his sense of humor. He was accustomed to tough conditions and being bounced around, and he adapted quickly—even relished the rough-and-tumble life.


Kenny Merrill had found a home in the Marine Corps.


The College Grad


Born at noon on July 31, 1920, Archibald Boyd Rackerby grew into his name. By his mid-teens, he was well over six feet tall and was interested in everything. He began selling magazines and encyclopedias—Saturday Evening Post, Ladies Home Journal, and Colliers, among others—when he was eleven years old for spending money. In high school, he organized a ski club, learned photographic developing, printing, and enlarging, edited the year book, joined the rifle club, worked in his father’s Wheel and Brake Shop, and built sets for drama productions. He restored cars, took flying lessons from the U.S. government’s Pilot Training Program, panned for gold, and paid his own way for a two-year degree from Yuba College. At Yuba, Rackerby established a weekly newspaper, learned French and German, and worked as a sportswriter for a local paper to help put him through the program. He could type ninety words per minute, a skill that would serve him well in the service.


In April 1941, he decided to join the Marine Corps. Having recently graduated from college, Rackerby thought joining the Marines would give him the chance to see the world. His mother, throughout his life, had always spoken highly of the Marines. As a young woman, she had been a clerk in the Navy, working in Washington, D.C. When she played her piano, which was almost daily, she played the “Marines’ Hymn.” It rubbed off on his psyche: he never considered any other military service. Both his brothers also joined the United States Marine Corps.


There was only one problem: Archibald Boyd Rackerby was rejected by the Marine Corps. He was 6'3" tall but weighed only 138 pounds. The recruiter told him to gain 17 pounds and come back. But after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Archie knew they would probably take him, regardless of how skinny he was. He was right.


On Sunday, December 7, just hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Archie quit his job and raced his 1935 Pontiac sedan to San Francisco to enlist. By the time he made it to the recruitment offices, thousands of young men were already lined up to serve their country. It took hours to reach an officer.


After some waiting, he made it to the officer’s desk and enlisted to join the Marines. He received his papers and was told that he would be sworn in after the holidays and returned home.


On December 26, 1941, Archie filled an old leather valise with some clothes, kissed his mother goodbye, shook his father’s hand, and walked over to the bus stop to go to Sacramento and the Marine Corps recruiting office. He was on his way to fulfilling his dream of becoming a Marine.


The Lumberjack Farm Boy


Edwin Roger Blomberg walked briskly through the snow-covered field at dawn toward his uncle George Swanson’s farm. It was New Year’s Day, 1942. The clear air was freezing cold. Ed pulled the collar of his peacoat high around his face, then dug his hands deep into his pockets. The quiet settled like a handmade quilt over the land—a countryside filled with memories of family, work, and commitment since his birth in a log house twenty-one years past.


As he continued along the path, he thought about what these fields and forests represented—his heritage and its traditions. Both sides of his family had immigrated from Sweden, living and owning property in this area of Wisconsin since the mid-1800s. His mother’s family had built a large frame house on the highest point in the state, and his grandpa, Anders Johan Blomberg, had purchased a piece of land nearby shortly after arriving in America.


Ed thought about the courage it must have taken to make such life-altering decisions. Grandpa Blomberg had left Daretorp, Sweden, in 1880 with his wife and four children, coming to the United States to escape religious persecution. Anders, through the influence of a coworker, had become a practicing and devoted member of the Baptist Church—much to the chagrin of Sweden’s Lutheran authorities. They harassed Ed’s grandfather, hindering his ability to work as a stonemason.


The Blombergs decided to sail for America for its promise of religious freedom. Among their luggage was a small worker’s bag. In it were a mallet, hammer, metal straightedge, and a small set of wedges—all hand tools, symbols of a physically demanding trade. Anders was a master stonemason—in fact, he had learned the difficult and exacting technique of dry-laid stonework. He was certain that he could establish a lucrative business in the United States.


After arriving in the States, the Blombergs boarded the Soo Line Railroad for Wisconsin to see their newly purchased piece of land. When the train came to a stop, it wasn’t because of a station call. It was because there was no more track. Anders’s wife, now pregnant with their fifth child, climbed down from the train, found a nearby tree stump, sat down, and cried her eyes dry.


When Anders was able to pull his wife to her feet with his strong arms, the family traveled down a wagon trail. At the end was a small logging town, Ogema. Further down the path, they discovered their newly purchased land with only a two-story log house on the property—far less built-out than they had been told.


It was not what they had expected. Anders thought they had purchased an established farm complete with barns and other outbuildings. But they had arrived in America. And, without looking back, they began to build their new life.


Anders and his wife had eleven children, many of whom would go on to have large families of their own. Ed’s parents, George and Lillian Blomberg, had fourteen children, of which Ed was the third.


Most of the young Blomberg men remained in the Ogema area, which quickly became one of the largest Swedish communities in the United States. Ed and his brothers often worked for other family members in the area, helping them with the farming tasks that required strong young men.


On this New Year’s Day, wonderful memories flitted across his mind as he walked along the familiar land. He thought of all the heartwarming times that he had shared with his family in these parts: taking open sleigh rides through the forests at Christmas time to his grand-parents’ house, helping his Pa with logging chores, get-togethers with aunts and uncles and cousins for picnics and celebrations. It was a wonderful place to grow up.


At that moment he happened to glance sideways and spotted several fair-sized stones lining a small creek bed. Somehow the stones reminded him of his grandpa—not just his trade as a stonemason, but also his strength, physical as well as spiritual. Grandpa had been a fairly short man but was amazingly strong, especially in his hands. Ed had inherited his strength—he could climb a tree trunk using only the strength of his arms and legs to push himself upward. But he was taller—tallest, in fact, of all his siblings and most of his cousins.


He had walked this path to his uncle’s house, passing through forests and around lakes, more times than he could count. Today was different. It was the first time he had ever experienced conflicting thoughts about helping a family member.


They had heard the news of December 7, 1941, like most Americans, over the radio. The Blombergs had just recently acquired electricity. That this would be the first thing they heard seemed remarkable.


Ed had immediately applied to enlist. As proud as they all were of their Swedish heritage, their homeland had been attacked—this land that they loved.


He waited but heard nothing back. In the meantime, his widowered Uncle George had taken seriously ill, bedridden from an old logging injury. Ed’s help around the farm was desperately needed. He consented to lend a hand, though reluctantly. The young Wisconsinite wanted to do his part in the nation’s crisis, but family was important. His uncle needed him as soon as possible. Entry into the war would have to wait a few months.


But Ed Blomberg’s time would come. And when it did, he would find himself in what some military historians have labeled one of the best-trained units of Marine warriors to ever take to the field of battle. Ed Blomberg would become a member of the 4th Marine Raider Battalion.


The Commandant of the United States Marine Corps Washington, D.C., January 7, 1942



While young men all over the country struggled with personal decisions about going off to fight, Major General Thomas Holcomb, commandant of the Marine Corps, faced his own pressing dilemma. On this Wednesday, January 7, 1942, Holcomb stood at a bay window of his residence at Marine Barracks in Washington, D.C., and stared out over the parade grounds. The stately three-and-a-half-story mansion had been home to Marine commandants since 1801, when Thomas Jefferson and Lieutenant Colonel William Ward Burrows chose the site for a Marine post.


This morning, Holcomb’s attention was divided by two major dilemmas. The Marine Corps had a pressing need for not one but two field-ready infantry divisions. At the time President Roosevelt declared a state of war, the Marines were unable to put even one full infantry division (approximately nineteen thousand men) in the field, much less a second. Initial plans called for bringing the existing 1st Marine Division to full complement by mid-1942. At the same time, a new 2nd Marine Division was to be organized and trained on the West Coast. Most assuredly, this meant that the veterans and “Old Salts”—those who had fought in the Banana Wars and in the Caribbean—would be called upon to help mold and train the extreme influx of newcomers as the Corps grew to fighting strength.


In accord with his reputation as a master administrator, Major General Holcomb knew his resources were stretched tight. Getting a single combat-ready division to sea was one thing; putting together a second division from scratch was quite another.


Solving this problem would have been exacting enough, but Holcomb found himself distracted by a second issue—one that emanated from the highest levels of the White House.


Holcomb had recently returned from meetings with Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox. In those meetings, Knox indicated that both President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill of Great Britain were strongly in favor of forming commando-like strike units. They envisioned these specially trained troops employed for swift raids against Japanese outposts in the Pacific.


Both statesmen, and particularly the president, were impressed by the exploits of British Commandos in Europe. They each felt that similar successes could be effected against the Japanese with analogous small fighting units.


Just a few days prior to Holcomb’s meetings with Secretary Knox, a personal memorandum had reached the Executive Offices concerning the subject of commandos. It was marked top secret, prepared by William J. Donovan, newly named head of the Office of the Coordinator of Information, an early forerunner of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), which in turn was a precursor to the CIA. Dubbed “Wild Bill,” Donovan is known as the father of modern American espionage.


The intelligence officer was a close confidant of President Roosevelt and enjoyed direct access to the president’s ear. In his top secret memorandum, Donovan proposed forming guerilla bands of small commando units, much like President Roosevelt would later discuss with Churchill. The Marine Corps was the logical home for such commando units. Independent and separate from the Army and Navy, with troops already trained in small-scale unit operations, the Corps fit the bill very nicely.


The idea wasn’t altogether new to the commandant of the Marine Corps. As early as 1935, the Corps had officially produced the Tentative Landing Manual, outlining amphibious landing maneuvers for small groups. Several units were already training to perfect these techniques and develop an amphibious program.


Commandant Holcomb wasn’t worried about developing the guerilla force; he was worried about who would lead it. Holcomb had received a memorandum from Admiral Ernest J. King, commander in chief of the U.S. Fleet, informing him that the proposed Marine Corps would be trained by British Commandos.


That worried Holcomb. It was one thing for the Marine Corps to develop and train special forces; it was quite another for this group to be led by an outsider. Outside leadership of Marines was where Holcomb drew the line. Plus, all signs seemed to indicate that William J. Donovan would be that leader—the head of an intelligence organization, not a Marine.


The pressure was great. In a personal letter to his friend at Time, Samuel Meek, Holcomb expressed his apprehensions: “The Donovan affair is still uppermost in mind. I am terrified that I may be forced to take this man. I feel it would be the worst slap in the face the Marine Corps ever was given because it involves bringing an outsider in to the Marine Corps as a leader in our own specialty, that is, amphibious operations…. It will be bitterly resented by our personnel.”


With some crafty maneuvers and the help of top naval brass, Holcomb was able to ensure that the new force would remain under his auspices. But one significant decision remained: What should these new special forces be named?


Holcomb had several suggestions to choose from. Some thought the new force should have the fairly conventional name of the Commando Battalions or the Guerilla Battalions; others wanted to name the group the more creative Shock Battalions or Destroyer Battalions. Holcomb didn’t find any of those suggestions fitting for Marines. He kept looking for the name that would eventually strike fear in enemy hearts and evoke a special sense of pride and purpose both in and out of the Marine Corps: thus the Raiders were born.










CHAPTER II Edson’s Raiders
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2. Primary areas of engagement for Raiders during WWII




On February 16, 1942, Marine Corps commandant Thomas Holcomb officially activated the first of the new special forces units, designated the 1st Marine Raider Battalion. The unit was to be stationed on the East Coast at Quantico, Virginia, with Lieutenant Colonel Merritt “Red Mike” Edson tapped as its commander. Three days later, the commandant activated the 2nd Marine Raider Battalion, to be based in San Diego with Lieutenant Colonel Evans Fordyce Carlson for a commander. In the months to follow, two new sister Raider Battalions, the 3rd and 4th Raiders, would also be formed. Each of the battalions initially contained about eight hundred men.


The commanders chosen to train and lead these new Raiders boasted larger-than-life personalities and tremendous talent. Raider leadership was composed of some of the most unique, charismatic officers to ever marshal troops. In a testament to the importance of their leaders’ personalities, some battalions would come to be known by their commanders’ names.


Though he may not have possessed the appearance of a warrior, Merritt Edson was the obvious choice to lead the 1st Raiders. He personified the age-old warning against judging a book by its cover.


Edson had arrived at Quantico several months prior to the formation of the Raiders as a 5'7", slightly overweight Marine officer. He was delighted to leave his relatively sedentary job at Headquarters Marine Corps for more “hands-on” duty.


On the day of his arrival, June 7, 1941, the forty-four-year-old lieutenant colonel was introduced to the men at his current duty station—one of the battalions of the 5th Marine Division. Merritt Edson’s quiet voice was not much more than a hoarse whisper. His officers and non-commanding officers (NCOs) needed to lean forward just to catch what he was saying. Most of the assembled group were fully aware of his reputation and received his arrival with a mixture of curiosity and unease. They all might have been surprised to learn that Edson’s family tree didn’t boast any military ancestors, something that was often found among the highest rungs of the officer class in those days.


Merritt Austin Edson was born on April 25, 1897, in Rutland, Vermont, the son and grandson of farmers. Reared in Chester, a picturesque New England village and gateway to the Green Mountains, Merritt grew up with an appreciation of the outdoors coupled with a farmer’s work ethic.


As a young man, he left Chester for two years of college at the University of Vermont. There, Edson joined the Vermont National Guard and saw duty in Texas on the Mexican border. This was his first real taste of the military, and it agreed with him. After returning to college later that year, he decided to join the Marine Corps Reserves in June 1917. In the fall of that same year, he was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Marine Corps.


It wasn’t long before Edson had established himself as an expert marksman. Hunting had been a passion since his early childhood, so it wasn’t too surprising that he was a good shot. He competed and earned a spot on the Marine Rifle Team in spring 1921. That year they defeated Army. Edson soon enjoyed a hero’s reputation as a member of a National Championship Rifle Team, especially since marksmanship was earning a cult-like status throughout the Corps. He would go on to captain these Marine rifle teams, winning four straight national championships in a row. His expertise became a trademark, and he would utilize these talents to mentor his Raiders in what he considered a signature element of fighting—marksmanship.


In the late ’20s, Edson experienced combat that would teach him some of the most critical lessons of his career—and prepare him for what he would later face with his Raiders in the Pacific. In the jungles of Central America and Nicaragua, the then captain led his men up and down the Coco River, chasing marauding bands of Sandinistas, named for their leader, Augusto Sandino. Edson was not the only one to learn from these early engagements. Many other Marines who fought in these jungles would later ply their seasoned skills in training young World War II Raiders.


Central America, however, wasn’t the only place Merritt Edson gleaned valuable knowledge that would assist him in his later life. He arrived in Shanghai on July 7, 1937, the day after the Japanese launched a war with China. His early experience in the Asian theater gave him valuable insight into Japanese battle methods.


When Edson returned from China, he became a proponent for increased emphasis on amphibious warfare and tactics. Now with his duties at Quantico, he commenced working with vintage World War I transports refitted for use in carrying troops for amphibious landings, known as APDs (high-speed transports; AP for “transport,” D for “destroyer”). In the coming war years, these “heroic” little ships would play an invaluable role transporting troops—especially the Raiders.


When Commandant Holcomb decided to form the Raiders, Merritt Edson was his first choice to lead one of the two new Raider Battalions. Edson possessed all the qualifications. He was skilled as a marksman and experienced in guerrilla warfare, having led successful raiding-type patrols. He had been to China and had firsthand knowledge of Japanese tactics. And, of equal importance, he was familiar with the APDs which would be used in Raider landings.


Despite his slight stature and smaller-than-usual head that always made his helmet look too big, Edson gained the respect of those who served under him. Most would say his piercing blue eyes were his most memorable feature, as it was said that his stare could wither a man. And though Red Mike, his lasting nickname after sporting a bright red beard while fighting in Central America, might not have looked the part, he would soon earn the lasting respect of all those who knew and served with him. Well-known war correspondent Richard Tregaskis, who would later spend time embedded with 1st Raiders on Guadalcanal, described him this way: “He was the bravest, the most effective killing machine I met in fifteen years as a war correspondent.”


Though Edson would go on to have a storied career, complete with a two-star generalship and a Medal of Honor, for now his job was to establish the most efficient and well-trained special forces unit possible for amphibious landings, mostly at night, on Japanese-held islands in the South Pacific.


The “Old Breed”


The Marine base at Quantico, Virginia, had been designated the site for the assembly and training of the 1st Raider Battalion. The site also headquartered the 1st Marine Division—the designation for the large, regular Marine group in the Corps.


Marine One, as this larger group was sometimes called, possessed a large number of what was generally known as the “Old Breed.” These veteran Marines had seen service and action overseas in the ’20s and ’30s. Commanded by the recently appointed Brigadier General Alexander Archer Vandegrift, Marine One was soon to be the mainstay of America’s first Pacific offensive. The Raiders, on the other hand, would be given smaller assignments—but of no less importance.


The Old Breed were a tough and hardened lot. Their presence played a crucial role in importing knowledge and spirit to the rapidly growing Corps. But for Red Mike, they represented a reservoir of seasoned warriors whom he could tap to begin training the type of fighter he envisioned for the Raiders. Edson’s assistant commander, Samuel Griffith, would later describe the inveterate bunch as a “motley crew” of rough-and-tumble soldiers known for their unvarnished machismo. They boasted long disciplinary records, smoked bad cigars, drank cheap booze, gambled, and stayed away from chapel (“the God Box”) unless forced to go. They had served around the world and had developed the tastes and survival instincts common to the men of the world’s great port cities. They were tough as nails and had the fighting skills to back it up—with many boasting expert badges in a variety of combat areas.


Once Edson received formal orders to create the 1st Marine Raider Battalion, he siphoned off as many of the Old Breed as he could to help him train his young Raiders. These were the people he needed to create the special Raider spirit, the “elite of the elite.” And while Edson’s pilfering of talent from Marine ranks didn’t engender the goodwill of his fellow commanders, it was key to the success of the force he was charged with crafting. This particularly bedeviled the newly appointed commander of Marine One, General Alexander Vandegrift, who had his hands full creating not one but two full divisions. And as time progressed, few in the Corps remained neutral to the Raiders: they were either loved, loathed, or envied.


Edson recruited Raiders through a uniform but laborious selection process. Marines had to volunteer to join the new force, knowing full well that the hardship and adversity would be severe. Then, after volunteering, candidates faced a personal interview process. Edson was looking for Marines who showed poise, intelligence, and character. Raiders needed to be motivated and independent yet capable of working with a team. The standards were high, but Edson knew they needed to be if his crack troops were going to succeed.


Soon after arriving at Quantico, Lee Minier would volunteer for the Raiders. Rumors swirled around base about the special forces group forming under Lieutenant Colonel Merritt Edson. The rumors piqued his interest, so he decided to interview—what did he have to lose?


After volunteering, Lee would soon be called to the one-story brick building where Edson’s staff was conducting interviews. As Lee sat in the waiting room, he wondered what the “ole man,” as the Marines on base affectionately referred to Edson, would be like. Many recruits had already formed their opinion about the colonel from base scuttlebutt. Edson had won a reputation for being hard-nosed, emotionless, and tough as nails. But Lee’s thoughts soon drifted off to his own kin, two of whom had been soldiers in the American Revolution.


“I guess Miniers have never backed off from a fight worth fighting,” Lee smiled to himself. His musings about his ancestry were abruptly curtailed when a door down the hall swung open forcefully. An older, gaunt-looking master sergeant barked out, “Private Minier?”


Lee came smartly to attention and followed the sergeant into a small office where two officers sat behind a large desk sorting through papers. There was a third man, much shorter than Lee, standing quietly over by the window smoking a cigarette. The two officers behind the desk directed him to sit down and began the interview.


First, they asked general information questions—where he was from, what was his family like—friendly questions concerning background and growing up. Lee had never been uncomfortable meeting new people, even senior officers. The conversation was serious but affable.


Then they turned to more specific questions. Why had he joined the Marines, and what had he heard about the Raiders? Lee continued in his usual pleasant manner, relating what he had heard—that the outfit sounded like it would be involved in places where it could make a difference in the war effort. And he, Lee, wanted to contribute whatever he could.


Lee knew instinctively that the man standing in the corner was Lieutenant Colonel Merritt Edson. Now, without so much as a nod, the two men got up from their chairs, and the colonel sat down in front of the private.


Lee made a mental note of the colonel’s economy of motion. Though Edson had been smoking a cigarette, he hardly moved his hands and arms, and didn’t shuffle his feet. He moved slowly and deliberately, and it amazed Lee. Now the gimlet-eyed Edson sat quietly behind the desk, sizing up Lee.


“Private Minier,” Commander Edson began, “I see you’ve made excellent marks as a rifleman.”


“Thank you, sir,” said Lee.


“That’s one of my main areas of concern. We need only the best, most committed men in 1st Raider Battalion—and those who can use a rifle.”


“Yes, sir,” replied Lee, quietly.


“Our mission will be one that’ll require everything you’ve got; it will test us to the limit,” he went on. “It’ll be tough fighting.”


“Yes, sir,” replied Lee.


Then, with little warning and absolutely no change in his voice or his penetrating stare, Edson asked the young man a question that Lee never thought anyone would ask him.


“Could you slip up behind a Jap, grab him, and slit his throat?” Edson asked in a voice that was little more than a whisper, the cadence of the words slow and modulated.


For the first time since the interview began, Lee paused. It took him a few moments to absorb the question.


Years later, Samuel Griffith, second-in-command to Edson, would recall asking that question to every Marine who had volunteered to be a Raider. “A Marine was carefully scrutinized and measured as he gave his responses. No hotheads, no false bravado, no pseudo-patriots wanted here. Just men who could function as cool killing machines and realize that [it] was their job to do.”


Lee, likewise, never turned away from Edson’s gaze; finally, the quiet question received an equally quiet answer. “Yes, sir,” returned Lee, “I believe I could do that.”


Almost imperceptibly, a hint of a slight smile pulled at one corner of Edson’s mouth. It came to be a well-known characteristic of Red Mike. Some would say it usually meant, “Somebody is going to be killed.”


“Welcome to the Raiders,” said Lieutenant Colonel Edson. He stood up and extended his hand to Lee Minier, the newest member of 1st Marine Raider Battalion.


Lee often wrote home and was quick to send a letter announcing his new status—one of the first young men in Marine Corps history to be selected as a Raider. But thanks to the publicity regimen the Raiders would be exposed to, even Americans who didn’t have a Marine son selected for the elite unit would learn of the new outfit.


On Tuesday, February 24, 1942, Lieutenant Colonel Edson led a contingent of 10 officers and 244 troops to New York City. There, a jubilant parade celebrated these young men, a grand event for the Raiders and the people of New York City. The Marine band played, the crowds cheered, and the Raiders proudly marched up Fifth Avenue. They stayed at the St. Regis and didn’t have to buy their own libations anywhere—such was the patriotic outpouring of all New York City. Lee enjoyed the celebrations, but like his fellow Marines, was eager to get to fighting. He didn’t sign up to be a Raider for the parties, after all.


A Dangerous Training


Edson, with his executive officer Samuel Griffith, was determined to create the best-trained fighters who were highly skilled in hand-to-hand combat and as proficient maneuvering through hostile environments at night as in daytime. Edson and Griffith both knew full well that the Japanese were experts in these forms of combat and that the Raiders would need to be extremely skilled hand-to-hand fighters in order to survive.


To instill the level of prowess he desired, Red Mike relied on any and all who had previous experience, such as the Old Breed. And in hand-to-hand combat, he could think of none better to train his young warriors than the man who possessed the reputation of being the best close-quarters combatant on the planet, the retired Marine Anthony Biddle, who was sixty-five years old.


On the day Biddle arrived, Edson ordered a group of his Raiders to fix bayonets to their rifles without a leather protective sheath. Raider Captain “Jumping Joe” Chambers, wild and woolly himself—possibly an inherited trait, since he was related on his mother’s side to the in-famous Valentine Hatfield, patriarch of the Hatfield Clan notorious for feuding with the McCoys—gives his eyewitness account of what happened next.


“Biddle crouched barehanded and nimble-footed within the circle of Raiders engaging him with bare bayonets,” writes Chambers, “and he disarmed them all.”


Though much older than his students, Biddle was still a skilled fighter. He would train the Raiders in his unique set of skills and insisted on proficiency in knife fighting. Some would say later that many among them displayed a talent for knife throwing that could rival the great knife throwers of the P. T. Barnum Circus.


Knife fighting was a preserve of British Commandos, and the Marines who trained with them in the months just prior to the United States’ officially entering the war brought it back home. Samuel Griffith, Edson’s second-in-command, was one of those Marines and understood the importance of familiarizing oneself with the blade. One knife in particular became a trademark of the Raiders, especially at the beginning of World War II: the thin, wicked knife known as a stiletto.


The double-edged blade on a stiletto measured about seven inches long and was ideally suited for silent killing. It was manufactured by Camillus Cutlery and modeled after the Fairbairn-Sykes design. British Commandos found their light weight and needle-sharp points ideal for stealth. Raiders appreciated their usage but found them susceptible to the wet jungle environs of the South Pacific. Furthermore, you couldn’t pry open a can of beans with one without bending the tip.


The Ka-Bar knife, a long, sturdy, Bowie-style blade, became a favorite. It could accommodate camp-style jobs—opening rations, cutting tent pegs, even digging foxholes if necessary—plus, it could also get the job done in hand-to-hand combat.


Some Raiders used both, hanging a Ka-Bar knife encased in a leather sheath from their belts while slipping the smaller, more delicate stiletto just behind it. Better to have choices—one never knew when the need might arise.




OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/images/f0016-01.jpg
MARINE RAIDERS: 1942-1943
Areas of Engagements

0 50 100
et ——
’ Bougainville IMILES
Midway

Makin

i

Florida Island

7

SOLOMON ISLANDS

Guadalcanal






OEBPS/e9781684511488/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Author’s Note



		Foreword



		Prologue



		Chapter I: Boys Become Men



		Chapter II: Edson’s Raiders



		Chapter III: Gung Ho



		Chapter IV: Beyond the Seas



		Chapter V: The Raiders Go to War



		Chapter VI: Taking Makin Atoll



		Chapter VII: The Raiders of Carlson’s Ark



		Chapter VIII: From Tulagi to the ’Canal



		Chapter IX: Raiding Bandits



		Chapter X: On the River of Death



		Chapter XI: Paradise Lost



		Chapter XII: New Siblings in the Raider Family



		Chapter XIII: Fourth Raiders Enter the Fray



		Chapter XIV: First and Fourth Raiders at Enogai



		Chapter XV: Disaster at Bairoko



		Chapter XVI: The Beginning of the End



		Chapter XVII: The Weight of Glory



		Chapter XVIII: Echoes of Honor



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		Bibliography



		Index



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Author’s Note



		Foreword



		Prologue



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Bibliography



		Index



		Copyright













		I



		II



		III



		V



		VI



		VII



		VIII



		IX



		X



		XI



		XIV



		XV



		XVI



		XVII



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		60



		61



		62



		63



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270











OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/RobotoCondensed-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/images/f0xviii-01.jpg
" ol
CHINA
PACIFIC THEATER

./ / JAPAN 1941-1945
o 500 1000
s —
IMILES
g PACIFIC
e . OCEAN Midway— "¢ o
L Iwoﬁma 2)
¢ i
=3 o MARIANAS
og Q
g W
A
PHILIPPINES o Jolpan
ol Tinian
0%0 Q% Cuam MAR%HALLS
70 o&' S0 0 Jo
Ry
o O 0o
L 9 .0 o & Lo
CAROLINES &
% L © GILBERTS
arawa— S0
Rabaul ‘%0
(@I}
Q SOLOMONS
o%(% (f_) %’Oo%% Espiritu Santo
o SAMOAS
Guadalcanal NEW %
(o}

(S

o HEBRIDES
oy

(@
(-

(o)
%0
Noumea &0
o

NEW
AUSTRALIA CALEDONIA
Melbourne g
NEW
i Q ZEALAND

v, V"






OEBPS/e9781684511488/images/title.jpg
MARINLE
RAIDERS

THE TRUE STORY OF THE LEGENDARY
WWII BATTALIONS

CAROLE ENGLE AVRIETT
Foreword by Joseph C. Shusko, Lt. Col. USMC (Ret.)
Honorary WWII Raider

—
* f—}
REGNERY
HISTORY
Washington, D.C.





OEBPS/e9781684511488/fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/e9781684511488/images/9781684511488.jpg
J/F(‘)reword byJoseph C. Shuskao, Lt.Col USMC (ret),
Honorary WWII Raider :





