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To all the “invisible” heroes



still among us






PROLOGUE

APPROACHING ORANGE BEACH 2

PELELIU ISLAND, PALAUS GROUP

8:30 A.M., SEPTEMBER 15, 1944





His heart pounding in his throat, Private First Class William J. Leyden raised his head above the side of the amphibious tractor and got his first glimpse of the beach ahead. It was anything but reassuring.

Enemy mortar shells and high-explosive artillery rounds were blasting the shoreline as far as Leyden could see in both directions, sending up huge water spouts in the surf. Further inland, the big guns of Navy ships, firing since dawn from several miles out to sea, raised towering clouds of coral and rock, fire and smoke, as they hammered at Japanese targets still invisible behind walls of flame. Carrier-based Hellcat fighter planes roared low over the beach, their wing guns spitting .50-caliber tracers at enemy pillboxes and gun pits.

All of it was dead ahead and alarmingly close now—only a couple of minutes away, Leyden figured. He shuddered and tried to steady himself on rubbery knees, feeling as if the jaws of hell were opening to swallow the amphibious tractor and everyone in it.

Leyden was in the first wave of Marines about to storm ashore on an obscure speck of an island called Peleliu 600 miles west of Mindanao in the Philippines. Until a few days ago, he and his comrades had never heard of the place, but the brass said it had to be taken to protect the flank of Army General Douglas MacArthur’s forces when MacArthur made good on his promise to liberate the Philippines from two and a half years of brutal Japanese occupation.

Leyden was supposed to be the first of a dozen men to exit the right side of the amtrack while another dozen went out the left side. But the skinny rifleman-scout from New York was only eighteen, untested in combat, and jittery as hell. The thought of leaving the protective confines of the tractor and exposing himself to hostile fire for the first time filled him with anticipation and dread. This was the moment he’d been training for, and anticipating with a mixture of excitement and forboding, ever since he’d joined the Marines on his seventeenth birthday. Still, he couldn’t shake the thought that maybe he didn’t have what it took to get through the next few minutes.

Would he live up to his own—and his buddies’—high expectations, or would he freeze up? Even worse, would he turn and run?

Leyden squeezed his eyes shut and called on his faith for strength. He pictured his devout Irish Catholic mother saying a novena for him at this very moment.

Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee…

Opening his eyes, Leyden found Corporal Leonard Ahner, his friend and fire team leader, staring at him from inches away. Ahner, a lanky Hoosier from Huntington, Indiana, had been through the landing at New Britain the year before, so he had a good idea of what to expect.

“You scared, Bill?” Ahner asked. There was no condemnation in the veteran’s question.

“Nah, I’m okay,” Leyden said, fighting the butterflies in his stomach. He could hardly hear his own voice for the explosive roar around him.

“Well, if you ain’t scared, you’re the only guy here who ain’t,” Ahner said with a crooked grin. “I’ll go out first if you want me to.”

Leyden shook his head. “No, I’m ready. I’m okay.”

He glanced at the faces of his squad mates lined up behind him, a grim-visaged cross section of young America: PFC Marion Vermeer from Washington state, PFC Roy Baumann from Upper Wisconsin, PFC Ray Rottinghaus from Iowa, Corporal Ted Barrow from Texas. Leyden couldn’t imagine a greater disgrace than letting these guys down. He’d rather die than let somebody else do his job for him. Yet he knew that Ahner was right—that every man around him was gripped by the same conflicting feelings. Each was lost in his own thoughts, imagining the best and worst of himself and what the Japanese would throw at them. Each knew what was expected of him. Each wanted to do his job, but nobody wanted to die doing it.

Just relax, a voice in his head whispered. Hell, this probably isn’t even the most dangerous thing you’ve ever done.

Actually, that was true. The craziest, riskiest, most foolhardy thing he’d ever done was when he was twelve years old, and he and his best friend, Donald Muñoz, had decided to take a ride across Brooklyn on top of a subway car. They’d been okay in the first three tunnels, where the clearance between the roof of the coach and the tunnel was about a foot and a half. But in the fourth tunnel, they’d come to a place where the clearance was much less—no more than eight or nine inches. Donald had been killed instantly, and Leyden himself had spent weeks in the hospital with a fractured skull.

That was something he’d never, ever wanted to think about, and usually he’d been able to keep it firmly locked away in the back of his mind. But now, with the panoramic hell of Orange Beach 2 spread out ahead of him, the memory of the horror in the subway tunnel was somehow reassuring. Almost comforting.

If I could live through that, he thought, I can live through anything.

 

A few dozen yards behind Leyden, the amtrack carrying Corporal R. V. Burgin’s mortar squad was coming under increasingly heavy fire. But the nervous tension that had kept Burgin awake much of the night was gone now, replaced by a feeling of calm fatalism. His worries about the trip to shore had eased the moment he’d noticed the sign with the big “13” posted on the side of his amtrack.

Lots of people might have interpreted the number as a bad omen, but it was a kind of good-luck charm as far as Burgin was concerned. The wiry young Texan had celebrated his twentieth birthday just over a month ago on August 13. His father had been born on May 13, and two of his brothers had birthdays on November 13. He considered the number lucky enough that he’d even chosen to join the Marines on November 13, and so far, everything had worked out pretty well. He’d seen men die all around him on New Britain, but up to now he’d come through without a scratch. He took his favorite number on the amtrack as a sign that his good luck was still holding.

Burgin and his squad were still several hundred yards from the beach, and the naval shelling from behind them had dwindled to almost nothing. For a few moments, there was an eerie, almost total silence broken only by the low rumble of the amtrack’s engine and the water lapping against its hull.

Then enemy shells began to burst along the beach and in the waves ahead. Seconds later, Burgin felt the tractor bump the reef and stall, twisting helplessly as the driver tried to wrench it free. A few yards away, a Japanese mortar shell slammed into the water. Then another. And another.

On the opposite side of the amtrack, Burgin saw Platoon Sergeant John Marmet grabbing at his .45 and screaming at the driver: “Get this damned thing moving, or I’ll kill your ass!”

The driver did his best to comply, gunning the engine hard as the tractor’s treads clawed at the reef. Ever so slowly, the treads caught and the amtrack eased forward. Just as it did, a 75-millimeter enemy shell exploded thirty yards dead ahead.

Burgin’s throat felt powder-dry. If the driver hadn’t gotten the amtrack hung up on the reef, he realized, the shell could easily have landed right in his lap.

He closed his eyes and thanked God for good old lucky 13.

 

The flamethrower and its twin fuel tanks on Corporal Charles “Red” Womack’s back felt more like 700 pounds than just seventy. The tanks were brim-full of napalm and diesel, and each time the amtrack carrying Womack’s weapons section topped a wave, he could feel the weight crushing down against his neck and shoulders. It would be worse when he hit the beach in three or four minutes and had to haul his weapon through the surf and sand to find cover.

It was a good thing that his high school football coach had made him spend lots of time working out with weights and blocking sleds, Womack thought. He hadn’t enjoyed those workouts at the time, but they’d made him one of the best defensive tackles in the state of Mississippi at 180 pounds. They’d helped make him a damn good flamethrower operator, too.

In his last battle at Cape Gloucester on New Britain, Womack had manned a .30-caliber machine gun similar to the one his father had fired in France in 1918. But for reasons he still didn’t fully understand, he’d volunteered as a gunner in a new flamethrower section after the Cape. It wasn’t a very good job, Womack admitted, but he was strong enough to handle it as well as any of the other five gunners assigned to the Third Battalion of the Fifth Marine Regiment. He was a little uneasy because he’d never used his new weapon in combat.

Just think about it like it was a football game, he told himself. You’ll do all right.

He glanced over at his best buddies, PFCs John W. Louder and Don “Chick” Meyer. Somber-faced, jaws tight, they stared straight ahead, but Womack drew comfort from the sight. The three of them had stood on the deck of their LST early that morning, watching the Navy shells streaking overhead and kidding each other nervously. Like most of the other guys in the outfit, Louder and Meyer both called Womack “Red” because of his carrot-colored hair and beard.

“Hey, Red,” Meyer had joked. “When we get ashore, don’t forget you’re supposed to barbecue those Nips, not tackle ’em.”

With only a minute or so to go until the amtrack clattered onto the beach, Womack groped in the pocket of his dungaree shirt and took one last look at the photo of Hilda Hughes, the girl he’d married back in McComb, Mississippi, a few weeks before he shipped out for overseas.

For several seconds, Womack stared intently at the smiling face in the picture, then slipped it hurriedly back into his pocket. He closed his eyes and saw a neat house with a tree-shaded yard, where Hilda was planting flowers and children were laughing and playing. It was an imaginary scene, not yet real, but if he lived through the next few minutes, maybe it would be someday.

Then the amtrack bumped the shore as enemy machine gun and small-arms rounds rattled off its gunwales. The rear exit ramp dropped open. It was time to go.

 

It was a battle the First Marine Division was expected to win in seventy-two hours or less. Instead, the battle for Peleliu would stretch into thirty days of continuous, no-quarter combat against enemy defenders burrowed into more than 600 fortified caves, bunkers, and pillboxes on a tiny chunk of coral and limestone half a world away from home. It would be among the bloodiest, most costly battles the Marines ever fought, before or since.

Survivors recall the struggle for Peleliu as the toughest, most savage fight of the Pacific war, yet the vast majority of twenty-first-century Americans have never heard of it. As an added irony, many post–World War II military historians have described the battle as strategically pointless—one they maintain should never have happened. Even while Marines were dying there, it became clear that Peleliu posed no offensive threat to MacArthur’s Philippine invasion and could easily have been bypassed by U.S. forces. Because of this, Peleliu not only ranks as the least-known major battle of World War II but is often dismissed as unnecessary. Yet the hard lessons learned there helped prepare the Marines for larger battles to follow, especially on Okinawa.

Less than a third of the way through the Peleliu fight, one of the First Marine Division’s three infantry regiments was cut to pieces and forced out of action with nearly six out of every ten men in its ranks either killed or wounded. Before the issue was finally settled, almost half the enlisted men and officers in the other two regiments became casualties as well.

This is the story of what happened to these Marines during thirty terrible days from September 15 to October 15, 1944, as they faced an insidious new kind of defensive warfare in some of the most excruciating conditions ever endured by American fighting men.

Much of the following narrative focuses on the hour-by-hour struggles of a dozen or so courageous young individuals, but it also captures the broader story of 16,000 Marines—all members of an incredible brotherhood.









CHAPTER ONE

OLD BREED, NEW BLOOD




The saga of the Americans who endured the agony of Peleliu—and eventually prevailed—began long before the first landing craft reached shore on the island. Its origins can be traced to the trenches of World War I and beyond. They lead through Guantánamo, Cuba, and a string of Caribbean islands, where Marines of the 1930s learned the art of amphibious warfare at a time when nobody else cared. They spread from Guadalcanal, where the United States first took the offensive against Japan, to New Britain, where the offensive continued, to Australia, where tens of thousands of teenage boys were transformed into Marines.

They extend to a hated island called Pavuvu, where shared miseries and hardships forged a bond between recruits and veterans that even Peleliu couldn’t break. It could kill and maim them by the thousands—and it did. But it never dented the spirit of mutual devotion that welded them together.

When a gangly country boy named R. V. Burgin left home in November 1942 to enlist in the Marine Corps, his main concern was volunteering before an impending date with the draft. He was sworn in a couple of days later in San Antonio, not knowing that he was about to become an apprentice in a mystical military fraternity dating to Revolutionary War times. Among the inner circle of veterans who had paid their dues in blood, sweat, and misery in its ranks, it was known simply as the “Old Breed.” Before any newcomer could claim full membership, he had to prove himself worthy of its standards and traditions.

Burgin had never heard of the Old Breed. Few outsiders had.

At the time, thousands of young men were volunteering each month for service in the Corps, and in many ways Burgin typified the kind of recruit the Marines were looking for.

He was strong and lean, toughened by eighteen years of life on a hardscrabble southeast Texas farm, where his family grew almost everything it ate, and Burgin and his six brothers and sisters helped wrest a living from the earth. He’d excelled in competitive sports in high school, learned to shoot rabbits and squirrels by the time he was ten years old, and was endowed with enough confidence to think he could hold his own with any man.

“But when it came to hard work and tough goin’,” Burgin recalled, “I hadn’t seen nothin’ till I landed in the First Marine Division.”

Nothing came easy, and there were no free rides during a recruit’s initiation to the Old Breed, Burgin learned. But once you achieved full membership, it would be yours for life.

 

Ever since its creation in 1941 as the first division-size unit in the history of the Corps, the First Marine Division has, rather than the Corps itself, been synonymous with the Old Breed. Yet the sobriquet itself is much older than the division, and the concept underlying it dates back nearly 230 years, to the first man who ever called himself a Marine. According to legend, that happened at a tavern in Philadelphia in November 1775, shortly after the Continental Congress authorized the raising of two battalions of Marines to serve as a landing force with the fledgling American fleet.

When this first Marine recruit reported for duty aboard a ship in the Philadelphia naval yard, the story continues, the officer of the deck didn’t know what to do with him, so he sent the Marine aft until he could find out. A few minutes later, a second Marine showed up and was also sent aft, where he received this disparaging greeting from the first Marine: “Listen boy, you should’ve been in the old Corps!”

Since then, the Marines have fought in every war in American history and more than a few nonwars. They battled Barbary pirates on the “shores of Tripoli” at the beginning of the nineteenth century, helped Andrew Jackson rout the British at New Orleans in the War of 1812, and marched into the “halls of Montezuma” in Mexico City during the Mexican War of 1848.
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The term “Leatherneck” was coined around 1800 to identify members of this select fraternity and can be traced to a black leather neck stock, or stiff collar, which was then an official part of the Marine uniform. By World War I, the stock had been discarded, but the nickname had stuck, and it had taken on a much deeper meaning. Men who earned it were described as having “drilled shoulders…a bone-deep sunburn, and a tolerant scorn of nearly everything on earth.”

The Marines who fought in the Argonne Forest of France in 1918 had no divisions of their own. They served in small units that were fully integrated with U.S. Army divisions, but the spirit of the Old Breed was very much in evidence. In an American Expeditionary Force made up almost entirely of citizen-soldiers, Marines stood out as hardened professional fighters who viewed the military as their permanent home and warfare as their sole occupation. As thirty-year men were replaced by young recruits, the Old Breed’s legacy of uncompromising cynicism, fierce esprit de corps, and finely honed combat skills perpetuated itself.

After World War I, the nation’s military fell into an ominous cycle of decline. By 1933, the year Franklin Roosevelt was elected president and Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany, the Marine Corps had dwindled to fewer than 20,000 men. But the Old Breed was still there, embedded in the heart of a newly formed Fleet Marine Force and its tactical unit, the First Marine Brigade.

During the rest of the 1930s, the Marines quietly developed new tactics and techniques in amphibious warfare—an area in which America’s military had almost no experience.

Over the next six years, the First Marine Brigade, based at Quantico, Virginia, staged six fleet landing exercises, mostly on Caribbean beaches similar to those in the South Pacific. They also practiced amphibious assaults in the heat and dust of Guantánamo, Cuba, where they took to calling themselves the “Raggedy-Ass Marines.” The Corps’ only other brigade at the time, the San Diego–based Second, was known as the “Hollywood Marines” because it sometimes loaned personnel to the big movie studios.

Among the innovations perfected by the “Raggedy Asses” were the amphibious tractor and the Higgins landing boat. Both would become mainstays of the island-hopping campaign that formed the basis of U.S. Pacific strategy in World War II. When their training was complete, they would be rated by their Corps as the best amphibious fighters in the world.

On February 1, 1941, when the First Marine Division was officially formed, with Major General Philip Torrey as its first commanding officer, the First Brigade served as its nucleus. Fittingly, the brigade was aboard ship at the time, bound for its seventh—and largest—fleet landing exercise on the Caribbean island of Culebra. At its birth, the unit was a division on paper only, with less than half its authorized manpower, but it grew quickly in weeks to come, nourished by the call-up the previous fall of all organized Marine reserves across the country.

The new division became the modern embodiment of the Old Breed, and, like R. V. Burgin, many other young men across the nation were drawn to test their mettle in its ranks. One of them was Bill Leyden, who got into so many scrapes as a teenager on Long Island that his parents gladly signed for him to become a Marine on the day he turned seventeen. For Leyden, it was the fulfillment of a longstanding dream.

“The happiest day of my life was May 27,1943, when I was sworn into the Marine Corps,” he said. “The second happiest day of my life was when I was assigned to the First Marine Division. The veterans gave recruits like me a fish-eyed stare at first, but I had the feeling the men and officers I was serving with were the best anywhere. I wanted to prove myself to them more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life.”

Leyden started proving himself in boot camp. He was the youngest guy in his platoon, but he was among just five out of a class of eighty recruits who qualified as expert marksmen on the rifle range.

“I’m proud of you, Leyden,” his drill instructor told him. “I won’t call you ‘Gertrude’ anymore.”

Eugene B. Sledge, a young Alabaman who arrived in the South Pacific in 1944 with the same replacement battalion as Leyden, had similar feelings about the division. As Sledge later wrote: “If I had had an option—and there was none, of course—as to which of the five Marine divisions I served with, it would have been the First Marine Division.”

To Sledge, his new outfit was unique among the six Marine divisions that would fight with distinction in the Pacific between 1942 and 1945. It possessed a heritage, he said, that forged “a link through time” with his forebears in the Corps.

Such is the stuff of which the Old Breed’s legends are made. They stretch from the halls of Montezuma to the jungles of Vietnam and the deserts of Iraq. But in all the annals of the U.S. Marine Corps, the Old Breed never fought a costlier, more vicious battle than the one that began in the late summer of 1944 on a little-known Pacific island named Peleliu.

Burgin, Leyden, and Sledge, along with 16,000 of their buddies, witnessed that battle at close range. More than 6,500 Marines left their blood there.

 

Three infantry regiments formed the cornerstone of the First Marine Division at the time of its creation: the First Marines, the Fifth Marines, and the Seventh Marines. (These designations are often confusing to outsiders, but within the Corps, regiments are routinely referred to simply as “Marines.” Divisions, however, are identified by their full, official names: First Marine Division, Second Marine Division, and so on. In keeping with this practice, regiments within the First Marine Division are identified throughout this book as “First Marines,” “Fifth Marines,” “Seventh Marines,” and so on.)

The Fifth Marines was the division’s first regiment to become functional, and most men from the old First Brigade were initially assigned there. Soon, however, the Fifth was split in half to form the Seventh Marines. Then the First Marines was organized out of segments of both the Fifth and Seventh.

By the time the division returned from the Caribbean in May 1941, it had outgrown its base at Quantico, and half its men had to be quartered at Parris Island, South Carolina. Within a few days, all were hustled aboard ship again and reunited at New River, North Carolina, where the Corps had just purchased more than 111,000 acres of land, water, and swamp, and where the brick buildings of Camp Lejeune would soon rise.

At the moment, the area was only an insect-infested wilderness, and the new home of the First Marine Division was a crude tent city, much of which the men had to build themselves. Here, on a barren stretch of sand dunes called Onslow Beach, they would undergo their most intense amphibious assault training yet in the stifling heat of that last prewar summer.

The grueling practice landings of those two months were designed to prepare the division for the First Joint Training Force Exercise, the largest amphibious training operation ever held in the United States. The exercise kicked off on August 11, 1941, with forty-two naval vessels, four squadrons of Marine aircraft, and 16,000 men taking part. Phases of the operation included an assault landing, establishment of a beachhead, hauling 2,200 tons of supplies ashore, advancing inland for about nine miles, and, finally, a three-day simulated forced withdrawal.

On August 7, 1942—just four days less than a year later—the men of the First Marine Division would land on another beach and seize another beachhead. This time, though, it was no training exercise. This time, it would take every skill and tactic mastered during all those months in the Caribbean and North Carolina—plus a lot of new ones learned under extreme duress—to sustain them.

The beach was halfway around the world on an enemy stronghold in the heart of Japan’s Pacific empire. It was eight months to the day after Pearl Harbor when the Old Breed landed there to launch the first offensive action by American ground forces in the Pacific.

The name of the place was Guadalcanal.

 

The Japanese defended Guadalcanal with vastly superior numbers and fanatical determination. Although the Marines slaughtered them in droves, the outcome of the battle remained in doubt for weeks while the enemy sent in daily waves of reinforcements and relentlessly attacked U.S. ships and aircraft supporting the invasion.

“One thing I can say about war is that it separates the men from the boys,” wrote twenty-five-year-old Second Lieutenant Andrew A. Haldane in a letter to Adam Walsh, his old football coach at Bowdoin College in faraway Maine. “I’ve got examples of it in my platoon.”

A native of Lawrence, Massachusetts, who had been a star fullback and captain on Bowdoin’s state championship team of 1940, Haldane signed his letters “Andy,” and many of them still had a youthful tone about them. But as his Marines would soon learn, there was no better example of a boy turning into a man—and a natural leader—than Haldane himself.

“I’d like to tell you just what is happening, but I can’t,” Haldane wrote. “I can tell you that the Marines are still holding their own in the Solomons regardless of what Japanese propagandists say.” He mentioned nothing to Walsh about an incident a few days earlier on Guadalcanal, one that would lead to a quick promotion to first lieutenant for Haldane and earn him lasting respect and admiration from men in the ranks.

In the South Pacific, almost every commissioned officer in the Marine Corps was given a nickname as a matter of brutal necessity: If the enemy overheard an officer addressed by his rank or as “sir,” he instantly became a higher priority target. But there was a larger reason for the nickname bestowed on Andy Haldane by the men who served with him.

Haldane’s platoon had been laying wire from the beach to forward positions a few hundred yards inland when Japanese snipers opened up from the trees above. It was hard to tell how many there were.

“Hit the deck!” Haldane yelled, throwing himself to the ground. He scrambled behind a clump of undergrowth with several other Marines as rifle bullets smacked the sand inches away.

“Where the hell are the sons of bitches?” panted one of the men beside him. “I can’t see a thing.”

“Everybody just stay down and keep still,” Haldane said. He studied the canopy of trees overhead for any flicker of movement, but he didn’t see anything either. He noticed that the PFC next to him was carrying a Browning automatic rifle. There was one designated BAR man in every four-man fire team.

Haldane nudged the guy. “Let me borrow your weapon for a minute,” he whispered.

Haldane rolled onto his back, propped the BAR firmly against his shoulder, and fired a series of long bursts into the trees, spraying rounds into as many of them as he could reach. When he stopped firing, there was total silence for a moment. Then a body plummeted down from one of the trees and hit the ground with a dull thud. It was followed by another. Then another.

The men stood up warily, staring at the three dead Japanese, then at their lieutenant.

Haldane calmly handed the BAR back to its owner. “Okay, guys, vacation’s over,” he said. “Let’s get back to work.”

A few feet away, a crusty sergeant laughed as he picked up a roll of wire. “Way to go, Ack-Ack,” he said. From that day on, Lieutenant Andrew Allison Haldane was affectionately referred to as Ack-Ack by every Marine in his command.

 

When the division was finally relieved on Guadalcanal in mid-November 1942, after three and a half months of fighting, its 16,000 men had faced a total of more than 40,000 Japanese, and three-fourths of the enemy troops had died there.

Marine battle casualties, by contrast, were almost incredibly light—621 killed and 1,517 wounded. It was disease, not combat, that left the division unfit for action well before it was finally evacuated. More than 5,600 division personnel were hospitalized with malaria—Ack-Ack Haldane among them—and scores of others were felled by dysentery, heat exhaustion, and battle fatigue.

Guadalcanal was one of the most highly celebrated and widely publicized victories of the war—and rightly so. It marked the first time that U.S. forces had expelled Japanese troops from enemy-held territory, effectively ending the threat of a Japanese invasion of Australia, and inflicting damage to Japan’s mighty military machine from which it never recovered. Enemy losses in ships, planes, and other vital matériel, as well as in men, left Japan permanently weakened.

The Japanese navy limped away from Guadalcanal on November 15, 1942, after an all-out attempt to regain control of the island failed, and it would never again pose a serious offensive threat to U.S. operations in the Pacific. Final victory was still nearly three years away, but the resounding nature of the Japanese defeat moved Vice Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey to exult: “We’ve got the bastards licked.”

Guadalcanal was an important morale booster, both to the folks at home and to the Marines themselves. The Old Breed had taken the best punches the Japanese could throw and still came out on top. It was undeniably one of the turning points of the war, and no battle was harder fought by the Marines. Yet the First Marine Division’s losses at Guadalcanal represented only a small fraction of the carnage to come at Peleliu.

Brooklyn-born Sergeant Jim McEnery of Company K, Third Battalion, Fifth Marines (K/3/5), who fought in both battles and earned his three stripes at Guadalcanal, witnessed a sharp contrast between the enemy’s tactics in the two battles.

“At Guadalcanal, the Japs thought they could wear us down by running at our lines with bayonets, but they changed the way they fought at Peleliu, and it led to the dirtiest kind of constant combat,” said McEnery. “When the Japs pulled one of their so-called banzai charges, we’d just sit there and mow ’em down. That was how the First Marines killed about a thousand Japs and only lost twenty-five of their own men at the Tenaru River on Guadalcanal. On Peleliu, the Japs hid in caves and made us come and get ’em. We were always in their gun sights, and their only goal was to kill as many of us as they could.”

 

With victory secure at Guadalcanal, the men of the First Marine Division turned the island over to the Army and Navy and went back to Camp Balcomb near Melbourne, Australia, where they’d been stationed for several months before hitting the ’Canal. Fresh replacements were waiting there to fill the gaps in their ranks, and the veterans got a chance to rest up and get well. There was time to enjoy some liberties, meet girls, have fun, and relax. In the opinion of many of the Marines stationed at Balcomb, there was no better place to do these things than Melbourne.

When PFC R. V. Burgin arrived in Melbourne in late March 1943, the bustling city of about a million people was one of the most beautiful places he’d ever seen. Like most other new replacements, Burgin was only about three months out of boot camp in San Diego, and he still had plenty of work to do to become a full-fledged member of the Old Breed. But that didn’t keep him from exploring the wonders of Melbourne to the fullest—and finding a steady girlfriend there.

“The people of Melbourne treated us like royalty,” Burgin recalled. “They knew the American victory at Guadalcanal had eliminated the threat of a Japanese invasion, and they called the guys who fought there ‘the Saviors of Australia.’ Basically, the Aussies and Americans just liked each other, anyway.”

Burgin and his best buddy, PFC Jimmy Burke, had met aboard the luxury-liner-turned-troopship USS Mount Vernon as they crossed the Pacific in March 1943 with the Ninth Replacement Battalion, and they almost always pulled weekend liberties together. Sometimes, they’d hop a “cattle car” bus for the trip to the city. Other times, they’d catch a train and ride the forty miles past neat farms and quiet suburbs to crowded Flinder Street Station in the heart of downtown Melbourne. Across the street was Young & Jackson’s Pub, a famed local watering hole, where they often made their first stop.

Burke, a gregarious Irishman from the Mississippi River town of Clinton, Iowa, could drink more beer than any man Burgin had ever known. “There were lots of pubs in Melbourne, and sometimes Jimmy would stay in one of them constantly from the time it opened until it closed in the evening,” Burgin recalled. “But I never once saw him act drunk. His brother owned a bar back in the States, and I guess he was just used to drinking lots of beer.”

Another friend and frequenter of the pubs was PFC Merriel Shelton, an excitable, small-statured youngster from south Louisiana who had arrived with the same group of replacements as Burgin and Burke. Shelton was a whiz at poker, but otherwise his primary talents involved getting confused, lost, in trouble, and generally fouled up. He would argue about anything at the slightest opportunity, and when he was agitated or inebriated, all these tendencies grew more pronounced. They were also magnified by Shelton’s inability to speak understandable English at such times.

“How much money you got?” someone asked one day as the cattle car bounced along toward Melbourne.

Shelton laboriously counted his Australian currency for several minutes, then announced: “I t’ink I got maybe aroun’ two pounds and ten ounces—plenty much for some drinks an’ poker, eh?”

“You know what you are, Shelton?” Burgin said. “You’re just one big snafu lookin’ for a place to happen.”

Everybody laughed, and the nickname stuck. Nobody in his mortar section ever called Merriel Shelton by his first name again. He was Snafu from that moment on.

 

Burgin himself usually left the pubs behind after the first pint or two and went in search of other diversions. As a civilian, the longest trip he’d ever taken from his hometown of Jewett, Texas, population 600, was to Houston or Dallas, and his family vacations usually consisted of loading up a farm wagon when the crops were in and riding ten miles to the Navasota River for a few days of trotline fishing. Now he was eager to see the sights of the biggest, most sophisticated city he’d ever been in. Melbourne had miles of glistening beaches, seaside amusement parks, boat rides on the river, horse-drawn carriages available for hire, big department stores and fancy restaurants, movie houses and soda fountains, tennis courts and golf courses, and scores of parks and flower gardens.

During the weeks at Camp Balcomb, everything Burgin saw constantly reminded him that he was in the midst of the biggest war in history, but in Melbourne he found a comforting sense of peace and normalcy. To him and other homesick young Americans, it was what one chaplain described as a “symbolic civilian environment” that endeared the city to the Marines like none other in the Pacific.

In the course of his wanderings, Burgin met a girl named Florence Riseley at an ice cream parlor. He asked her out on a double date with Jimmy Burke and Florence’s friend, Doris, and almost immediately, he sensed something special about her. After that, he spent less and less time with Jimmy in the pubs, where women usually weren’t allowed, and more and more time on long walks with Florence.

The idyll lasted for about four months. Then, suddenly, it was ending. In the late spring of 1943, word came that the division would soon ship out, first to New Guinea, some 2,800 miles due north of Melbourne, then to someplace else. As yet, nobody knew where the “someplace else” was.

By this time, Burgin and Florence were unofficially engaged, and saying goodbye to her was the most difficult task he’d ever faced. Harder than leaving home. Harder than boot camp. Harder than anything.

“I’ll be back,” he told her firmly on their last evening together. “No matter what happens, I’ll be back.”

For as long as he could remember, Burgin had always been tough-minded, physically strong, and thoroughly at home with any type of work. As a kid, he’d picked cotton for thirty cents per 100 pounds and gathered wild berries to sell in town for a dime a gallon to pay for his school clothes. As a 140-pound defensive end and blocking back on his high school football team, he’d earned enough respect from his teammates to be elected captain his senior year.

After being assigned to a mortar squad, Burgin had learned to set up his 60-millimeter gun faster than anybody else in the section—a feat that got him promoted to PFC the very next week. He was the kind of guy who followed his own instincts but was also a good team player. He had a low tolerance for bullshit, and he made no secret of it. He also exuded Texas bravado, and he didn’t care who knew that, either.

On that final evening in Melbourne, though, he could only wish that he felt half as confident as he sounded.

 

In July 1943, the reinforced, rejuvenated First Marine Division shipped out for New Guinea and more training. On the day after Christmas of that year, they landed on the western coast of New Britain, a small island across a narrow strait from eastern New Guinea, in what has been called the most nearly perfect amphibious assault operation of the war. To the Old Breed veterans, however, such landings had become routine by now: Another island. Another beach. Another bunch of fanatical Japanese. But climate-wise, New Britain was worse than the others. It was so wet that men’s socks rotted in their boots, and their dungarees fell apart in a matter of weeks.

Once the division got ashore, its mission was to seize and hold an enemy airfield at Cape Gloucester, but the Japanese had other ideas. One night in early January 1944, R. V. Burgin, Jimmy Burke, Snafu Shelton, and the other men of Company K, Third Battalion, Fifth Marines, fought off no fewer than five frenzied banzai charges in the space of a single hour. The recently appointed company commander of K/3/5 was now-Captain Ack-Ack Haldane, who was in the thick of the hand-to-hand struggle. Haldane won a Silver Star for leading the fight that night, but he credited the tenacity and courage of the dozens of undecorated enlisted men who fought beside him for the victory. He never forgot what they’d done to save their own lives—and his.

Among them was Fred Miller, a youngster with a shock of blond hair and an infectious grin who was one of the company’s newest replacements. Miller was admittedly obsessed by a “hero complex” when he’d dropped out of Christian Brothers High School in St. Joseph, Missouri, after his sophomore year to join the Marines in June 1942. But after boot camp, he found himself assigned to cooks and bakers school, and a rule that new recruits be sent to the specialty school with the greatest need of manpower at the time left him no way out of it. “I was really ticked off,” Miller recalled. “What I craved most was front-line action and lots of medals and parades. I didn’t want to be no damn cook.”

After completing the school, Miller worked in the mess hall at Camp Elliott near San Diego for a couple of months. Then he landed a spot in a replacement battalion headed for duty with the First Marine Division in the Pacific. When he reached Australia in the spring of 1943, he was assigned to the headquarters platoon of Haldane’s K/3/5.

Miller felt as if he’d been reborn. He knew there were no cooks in an infantry company in combat because the only food available was canned rations, and he hoped to wangle his way into a rifle squad. With Haldane’s support, that’s exactly what he did at Cape Gloucester on New Britain.

As a cook with no cooking to do, Miller served as a runner for Haldane, and his high proficiency ratings and eagerness to please quickly caught the CO’s attention. Miller had made corporal in November 1942 before leaving the States, and on July 1, 1943, he became one of the youngest buck sergeants in the First Marine Division. He wasn’t quite eighteen years old.

Soon after the landing on New Britain, Miller further endeared himself to his captain. When Haldane asked him to do a routine check of an ostensibly abandoned enemy bunker that the CO wanted to use as a command post, Miller found three Japanese huddled together in the bunker. He killed all three with a single burst of fire from his M-1. But as he stepped around the bodies, a booby trap exploded, and a half-dozen bits of shrapnel hit Miller in the nose, lip, and leg. He was quickly patched up at an aid station and rejoined his platoon.

On December 30, 1943, the day the Marines took control of the airfield at Cape Gloucester, the captain summoned the teenage sergeant to his command post.

“You’re too good a fighter to spend this war in a mess hall,” Haldane said. “I’m picking twelve men from headquarters platoon to form a new rifle section. How’d you like to be a squad leader in that section?”

Miller grinned from ear to ear. “That’d be great, sir.”

A short time later, Miller was crouching just to Haldane’s right when the Japanese hurled their post-midnight bayonet charges against K Company’s lines, catching the Marines in a vulnerable position on the side of a hill. It was a little after one o’clock in the morning.

The enemy soldiers crept to within a few yards of the Marine positions, then rushed screaming out of the darkness with fixed bayonets. K Company’s veterans had faced the same tactics again and again on Guadalcanal, and they were ready. Some of the replacements were stunned and scared, but they also met the attack head-on with M-1s, BARs, carbines, pistols, Ka-Bar knives, and whatever else they could lay hands on.

Miller emptied the clip of his rifle, then used its butt as a club, feeling the impact as he slammed one Japanese in the head and smashed him to the ground. As he turned to swing at another, he heard Haldane blazing away with his .45 just to Miller’s left.

Then a second enemy soldier was on him, and Miller dropped the rifle and grappled hand-to-hand with his attacker’s shadowy form, grunting, cursing, and trying to avoid the bayonet he knew was there. He felt no sensation of pain at first when the blade ripped across his right wrist and jabbed into his left hand, but then he saw the blood and realized it was his own. He pulled free and rolled away from the bayonet as another Marine shot the attacker at point-blank range.

When the last of the charges was repelled, Miller went back to the aid station to get his wounds stitched up. Grateful to be alive, he knew the terror of the previous night was something he’d never forget. In one sense, maybe it was just another night’s work, but it forged a lasting bond between Haldane and the men who served under him. “It was a hell of a scrap,” Haldane wrote to a friend a few days later, “but again we came out on top.”

Once Cape Gloucester was securely in American hands, Miller hitched a ride one night aboard a Navy PT boat on a raid against the Japanese base at Rabaul about a hundred miles away. It was a dangerous lark, and it earned Miller a rare chewing-out when his captain found out about it.

Haldane was known for never raising his voice to an enlisted man, but he left no doubt that he was seriously peeved. “I’d like to see you get home alive, son,” he said, “but if you have to die, I’d rather you do it right here with K Company and not the Navy. In the future, just stay away from PT boats, okay?”

Miller nodded and stared at the ground.

“And by the way, when’s the last time you wrote your mother?”

Miller frowned. “I’m, uh, not sure, sir. Maybe three, four weeks ago.”

“Well, you make certain you write her at least once a week from now on. And no excuses, Sergeant. Understood?”

Miller never went on another Navy raid. He never forgot the promise he made that day, either. His mother was pleasantly surprised at how many more letters she received from that point on.

 

In late April 1944, Army troops arrived on New Britain to relieve the First Marine Division. By the middle of the first week in May, the last of the battle-weary Marines had loaded up their gear, boarded ships, and sailed for an unknown destination.

Scuttlebutt had been rampant for several weeks that the division was going back to Melbourne. Supposedly, this information came from the lips of Major General William H. Rupertus, the division commander, himself. Virtually to a man, the troops were excited to hear it, especially those like now-Corporal R. V. Burgin, who had a special person waiting there.

It wasn’t to be, however. The military powers who controlled their fate had a far less desirable destination picked out for the Marines.









CHAPTER TWO

A REST CAMP FROM HELL




Several dozen men lounged topside aboard the troopship, their voices rising in raspy unison above the sound of Lieutenant “Hillbilly” Jones’s guitar:

“Waltzing Matilda, waltzing Matilda…You’ll come a-waltzing Matilda with me…”

The old Australian folk tune had become the First Marine Division’s unofficial theme song during its two long stays at Camp Balcomb outside Melbourne. Now, with word circulating that the division was headed back to the land down under, the men’s spirits were higher than they’d been in months.

The weather was warm and pleasant as the ship steamed southwest through calm seas. The stifling heat, unyielding wetness, and fierce fighting of New Britain were now just bad memories that could almost be erased by a few weekends in Melbourne. As yet, there was no official confirmation that the division was Australia-bound, but if the rumors were true, they were a cause for celebration, even for men with feet and armpits infected by jungle rot or bowels wracked with diarrhea.

A pair of Texans, Corporal R. V. Burgin and PFC George Sarrett, were among the singers and kibitzers on deck as Jones struck a final chord and the strains of “Waltzing Matilda” faded away.

“Hey, Hillbilly,” somebody yelled, “How about a little ‘San Antonio Rose’?”

Burgin and Sarrett grinned. The hit tune by Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys was one of their favorites. It always brought a chorus of appreciative “Awww-hawww’s!” from the guys from Texas. Jones smiled as he lightly brushed the guitar strings, and the music swelled up again on the sea breeze.

“Deep within my heart lies a mel-o-dy…”

First Lieutenant Edward A. Jones had just turned twenty-seven years old, but he was already a legendary figure among the men who served with him. He could pick out a song on his guitar after hearing it just once or twice, and his willingness to share his talent made him vastly popular with ordinary troops. But there was more to Jones than a gifted ear for music and an engaging grin. Next to Captain Haldane, the company CO, Hillbilly was probably the best liked and most respected officer in K/3/5. He was easy to talk to, easy to trust, and a damned good listener.

Jones was fond of recalling boyhood weekends on his grandfather’s farm near his birthplace of Whiteford, Maryland, a stone’s throw from the Pennsylvania border. His neighbors had known him as a popular, polite, fun-loving youngster who sang in the choir at Whiteford’s small Methodist church and whose rich tenor earned him occasional paid singing engagements in the area. When his father was disabled in the early 1930s, Ed, as the eldest son in a family of ten children, took on the role of “second daddy” to his younger brothers and sisters. He’d joined the Civilian Conservation Corps fresh out of high school and sent most of his salary home to keep food on the family’s table during the depths of the Depression.

Every veteran in the outfit knew that Hillbilly had enlisted in the Corps as a private in 1936 and served five years as a seagoing Marine before the war. His bravery under fire at Guadalcanal, where he singlehandedly wiped out a Japanese machine gun nest, had earned him a Bronze Star and a set of lieutenant’s bars. He reportedly turned down the commission the first time it was offered, however, because it was in the reserves, not the regular Marines. Now he was in charge of the company’s machine gun section, but he still had the soul of a wandering minstrel. His idea of a good time was to drift among the men’s tents singing, strumming his guitar, and welcoming anybody who wanted to join in.

“He didn’t have what you’d call a really great voice,” Burgin re-called, “but it was a soothing, pleasant voice—and, man, he could make that guitar talk!”

 

Jones, Burgin, Sarrett, and other participants in the sing-along on the deck of the troopship that mellow afternoon in May 1944 would soon realize that their celebration was premature. There would be no return to Australia.

When the announcement came a short time later, bitter disappointment settled over the men aboard all the transports. At first, some clung to a faint hope that the news was wrong and they’d end up back at Balcomb after all. But the last flicker of hope died when the ships dropped anchor in Macquitti Bay and the men stared out at Pavuvu, a desolate chunk of mud, coral, swamp, and jungle in the Russell Islands about sixty miles west of Guadalcanal.

Pavuvu had made a highly favorable impression on a group of Army staff officers who flew over it while searching for a rest camp site. From the air, it seemed a pleasant, picturesque place with a gentle surf, pristine white beaches, a graceful shoreline, and neatly spaced groves of coconut palms.

In reality, it was far from the tropical paradise it appeared to be from an altitude of several hundred feet. If the officers had bothered to set foot on the island—much less seen the armies of land crabs that marched over it, smelled the thick mat of rotted coconuts that covered much of it, or watched their boots disappear into the gooey muck that lurked just below its surface—they would’ve known better.

Ironically, however, Pavuvu’s unlovely surroundings and harsh conditions were to have a strangely positive impact on the men sent there in the spring of 1943. Today, aging veterans of the First Marine Division still talk about Pavuvu in much the same way they talk about the actual battles they fought in the Pacific. In certain respects, Pavuvu was more like a battle than a rest camp, and it endowed those who came through it with an intangible asset that few recognized until later.

“As the months passed, something wonderful happened to the division on Pavuvu,” said PFC Bill Leyden, who reached the island as a new recruit fresh from the States. “It happened without us knowing it, and I’m sure it was never anticipated, even in the upper command echelons.”

The very wretchedness of Pavuvu created a peculiar, positive chemistry between the battle-hardened veterans and raw recruits who came there. Men who arrived on the island with little in common found unity in its misery. They drew strength and purpose from its adversities. Almost imperceptibly, they came to share a spirit of kinship that helped fuse the First Marine Division into one of the finest fighting forces in modern military history.

The interlude on Pavuvu was a pivotal time for the division. What happened during those four months would affect every Marine who fought at Peleliu.

 

After New Britain, high-ranking Marine brass had pressed for a new R&R area away from Guadalcanal, which had developed by this time into one of the largest rear-area U.S. military complexes in the Pacific. Because it bustled with so much constant activity, exhausted Marines were likely to encounter more work than recuperation there. When the Third Marine Division had been sent to the ’Canal following its Bougainville campaign, it was ordered to provide 1,000 men each day for work parties. This not only kept the veterans from getting rest but also denied the replacements adequate time to train for the division’s next landing at Guam.

In the spring of 1944, the First Marine Division was in no condition for this kind of daily grind. It had lost 1,347 killed and wounded on New Britain, a casualty rate that was actually lower than originally anticipated. But the division had left Cape Gloucester with thousands more men who were too sick with malaria, dysentery, and jungle rot, or too weak from malnutrition to do much more than drag themselves along. The last thing they needed was long, arduous days on work details. Besides, there was concern among the brass that returning to Guadalcanal, where so many veterans had lost buddies in 1942, could be a demoralizing experience.

There was another reason for seeking out a new locale more conducive to rest and recuperation. Top military planners wanted a site much nearer than Melbourne to the First Marine Division’s next objective—already penciled in as Peleliu, although no one in the division knew it yet. Melbourne was an extra 1,000 miles or more away, and at this point in the war, there was no shortage of convenient Allied-held Pacific islands to choose from.

Pavuvu was well located from a strategic and logistical standpoint. Its proximity to Guadalcanal, where the division’s baptism of fire had taken place almost two years earlier, undoubtedly figured in its selection. Beyond that, the choice of Pavuvu was based almost entirely on the false face it presented to the search committee that flew over it.

Officers of the Second Marine Raider Battalion, the only American unit that had spent any time on the island, could surely have warned the brass about Pavuvu’s myriad pitfalls. Major General RoyS. Geiger, commander of the III Marine Amphibious Corps, made the final decision without bothering to consult anyone who had actually been there.

Even to the Marines who would quickly come to despise it, Pavuvu had a deceptively attractive appearance at first glance. “It looked like a paradise from the ship we were on,” said PFC Joe Dariano, a rifleman in K Company, Third Battalion, First Marines (K/3/1). “The palm trees were swaying in the breeze, and the lagoon was beautiful. Then we went ashore and discovered what it was really like.”

Pavuvu is the largest of the Russell Islands, a string of small dots of land that runs along the southeastern edge of the Solomon group. It measures about ten miles from east to west and about six miles from north to south. In its interior, a cone-shaped hill rises to around 1,500 feet, but beyond the beach, just about everything else is dense jungle or impassable swamp. Until the battle-weary veterans of the First Marine Division arrived there in early May 1944, and the green recruits of the Forty-sixth Replacement Battalion followed about a month later, nothing of any great note had ever happened on Pavuvu.

The Raiders had landed there in the spring of 1943 and searched the island for Japanese. They found only a few score natives, who had worked as copra harvesters until their British employers fled at the beginning of the war. Now, a year later, the only structures on the island were several empty copra sheds, a couple of vacant plantation houses, and the rusty remnants of barbed wire beach defenses left by the Raiders. Except for General Rupertus and his staff, nobody in the division had ever heard of the place until the loudspeakers aboard their transports told the Marines to get ready to disembark on Pavuvu.

Expecting to find at least a crude preliminary camp site when they landed, the men from New Britain were sorely disappointed. By the time the division reached Pavuvu, roads were supposed to be in, water wells drilled, a dock constructed, and “most other difficulties” eliminated, according to General Geiger, and a full battalion of Seabees would be ready to assist the Marines “in every way possible.”

In reality, only a handful of Seabees were on the island when the Marine veterans arrived. No roads had been built, no drill or bivouac areas prepared, no buildings or tents erected. There was no electricity and no fresh water until wells could be dug. The Seabees were awaiting rotation back to the States and in no mood to bust their butts in the meantime. The Marines would have to build every facet of their rest camp themselves—from scratch.

From the palm groves on the island rose the overpowering smell of unharvested coconuts left to ruin. They formed a stinking mat of decay covering hundreds of acres to depths of up to several feet. One of the Marines’ jobs that started earliest and lasted longest was cleaning up this decomposing mess.

Then there was the sea of mud and quicksand that lay just beneath a thin crust of solid soil. By the time the ground was traversed a few times by hundreds of human feet and scores of pieces of equipment, the crust had become an oozy, knee-deep morass. Inhabited areas had to be paved foot by foot with crushed coral before men or machines could move without bogging down. It took countless man-hours to move coral from pits scattered around the island, in containers ranging from dump trucks to helmets, to create a reliable surface.

Tens of thousands of land crabs and hordes of hungry rats ran rampant over the island every night. The crabs scuttled into the tents and hid in every available nook and cranny. They particularly enjoyed making themselves at home in men’s boots. Meanwhile, the rats screeched, darted across the faces of sleeping Marines, and tried to eat anything that got in their path.

 

It seemed fitting that a steady rain was falling as the division’s veterans tromped ashore to claim their new home. The rainy season was supposed to be over on Pavuvu by this time, but the elements had failed to get the word.

“We’d been told that rainfall in the Russell Islands averaged six feet, three inches per year,” said Corporal Wilfred “Swede” Hanson, a skinny eighteen-year-old Cape Gloucester veteran from Duluth, Minnesota, now assigned as an intelligence scout with the Third Battalion, First Marines. “I think it rained six feet and three inches the first damned day we were there.”

In a sense, it was fortunate that the rain lasted longer than usual that spring. For the next several weeks, brief afternoon showers would offer the only chance most of the Marines had to take baths or wash their filthy sweatshirts and dungarees.

On that first day, mounds of moldy, castoff Army tents, most of them full of holes, were piled haphazardly on the beach. Mildewed, half-rotted canvas cots were heaped nearby. Designated bivouac areas stood in several inches of water. Marines stood somberly in the mud, looking at one another and shaking their heads as they confronted the ultimate example of the term “boondocks.” Some managed a bitter laugh. Others yelled, swore, and kicked things. Many asked the same question again and again: “Who the hell’s bright idea was this?”

Then they started digging holes in the muck for tent poles, sewing up tears in the six-man pyramidal tents, covering larger holes with their ponchos, and searching for scraps of wood to provide a bit of dry footing beside their cots. More than a few of the cots fell to pieces when weary men tried to lie down on them. Some improvised by stringing jungle hammocks over the wooden frames of the cots. Others abandoned their tents and strung their hammocks in the rain between two palm trees.

When the sun set, darkness engulfed the island. Loneliness and a need for companionship were intensified by the absence of electrical power. Even the division command post had no lights for the first few days, and company bivouac areas were without electricity for the entire stay on Pavuvu.

To compensate, a handful of old-timers taught others a trick learned in France during World War I. They fashioned crude lamps by partially filling empty cans or other metal containers with sand, adding a few ounces of gasoline, and using a piece of tent rope as a wick. The lamps cast enough light for writing letters, playing cards, and other simple tasks, but they were smoky, smelly—and unsafe. When seventeen-year-old PFC Seymour Levy unwittingly used a Coke bottle to construct his lamp, instead of a wide-mouthed metal container, it turned into a Molotov cocktail that set his tent on fire.

“Sy Levy was a bright kid, but he just didn’t have much common sense,” said his buddy, PFC Sterling Mace. “Other guys were a little wary of bunking with him after that.”

For weeks, removing spoiled coconuts and dumping them in a swamp was a daily chore for hundreds of Marines. It was nauseating duty, made worse by rotten nuts that broke apart when they were picked up, spattering anyone nearby with the putrid milk inside. The smell permeated everything. Men claimed they could even taste it in their drinking water.

The most backbreaking labor was hauling the tons of crushed coral required to pave roads, company streets, and bivouac areas. Division engineers excavated thick veins of coral, but the need was so pressing that many Marines carried material for their tent decks one helmetful at a time. It was common to see whole platoons lugging coral coolie-style in whatever containers they could find.

Until the paving progressed enough to allow normal functions on relatively dry surfaces, many men put their boots aside and waded barefoot through the loblolly. Meanwhile, drainage ditches had to be dug around the company areas, along with collection pools for runoff, to keep them from flooding during the daily downpours.

Marine regulations called for tents in rest camps to be decked with wood, but the lumber shortage made this impossible on Pavuvu. Every man was desperate to find a few scraps of board or an old packing crate to keep his personal possessions out of the muck. The small stocks of wood available had to be kept under guard to keep scroungers from making off with them.

If anything, the food available on Pavuvu, and the circumstances in which it was eaten, were just as bad—maybe worse—than at Cape Gloucester. It took weeks to get screened-in mess halls erected and functioning. In the interim, men lined up for chow outdoors in the mud and rain, where they were served from large pots heated over blazing coconut logs and propped on stumps.

No advance arrangements had been made for adequate provisions, and since there was virtually no refrigeration on the island, the menu was devoid of fresh meat, vegetables, eggs, and other perishables. The overall quality of the food was abysmal, and at times even the powdered and dehydrated varieties were next to nonexistent. PFC Gene Sledge, a new replacement who joined Corporal Burgin’s mortar squad on Pavuvu and was promptly nicknamed “Sledgehammer,” recalled one four-day period when K/3/5 was served nothing but oatmeal—three times a day.

Usually, there was a little more variety, but not much. Day-to-day fare consisted mainly of powdered eggs, dehydrated potatoes and vegetables, several types of canned meats (all identified as “Spam” by the men), heated C rations, and a pale yellow, lemon-flavored drink known as “battery acid.”

The only bread available was baked on the island out of flour heavily infested with weevils and other insects. It was so heavy, according to Sledgehammer, that when a slice was held by its side, the rest of it broke away of its own weight. Buried within each slice were more bugs “than there are seeds in a slice of rye bread,” he added.

Most of the men were hungry enough to eat it anyway. Some even managed to joke about it. “Hey, the bugs are good for you,” they said. “They put more protein in your diet.”

Others simply preferred to go hungry. “After a few weeks of Pavuvu food,” wrote George McMillan in The Old Breed, his classic 1949 history of the First Marine Division, “many men came to breakfast with only a canteen cup, satisfied to begin their day on coffee alone.”

 

Loneliness could be more intense on Pavuvu than in an actual combat zone because men had more time to dwell on their feelings than when their minds were focused on sheer survival. Having a buddy to confide in helped a lot, and when a Marine chose to spend his nights in silence and solitude, it was considered a danger sign.

Conditions were miserable enough to affect even men in good physical and mental health. For those with battle fatigue and threadbare nerves, Pavuvu could be a veritable hell on earth. Survivors disagree on the number of Marines who cracked up there, but according to eyewitnesses, mental breakdowns were widespread, and even suicides weren’t uncommon.

“I knew one guy who blew his brains out with his own rifle while he was on guard duty one night,” said PFC Ray Rottinghaus, a twenty-three-year-old BAR man with a K/3/5 rifle squad. “Other guys just went crazy and started screaming all of a sudden. They’d yell stuff like, ‘They’re killing me! They’re killing me!’ and they’d get taken to the Navy hospital for psychiatric treatment. It was really the after-effects of the battles they’d been through, but conditions on Pavuvu didn’t help any.”

PFC Bill Leyden was even more outspoken about the suicide rate. “Hardly a night would pass without the sound of a rifle shot,” Leyden said. “It was usually a suicide caused by a Dear John letter, or just somebody who couldn’t take it any longer.”

The Marines on Pavuvu did seem to receive an inordinate number of Dear John letters, and the island’s conditions put unusual strain on personal relationships back home. Pavuvu’s chaplains reported a sharp increase in the number of Marines they counseled about marital discord and estranged wives.

Others took long-distance breakups in stride. When eighteen-year-old PFC Vincent Santos got a letter from his high school sweetheart telling him that she was marrying an “Air Force guy,” he laughed the whole thing off. “Congratulations,” the easygoing mortar man from San Antonio wrote in reply. “If you have any kids, name one for me.”

Men with faithful wives or girlfriends at home drew great comfort from their mail. First Lieutenant Everett P. Pope of the Third Battalion, First Marines, who received his captain’s bars on Pavuvu, spent several hours each week composing letters to his wife, Eleanor, in North Quincy, Massachusetts. Hard as he tried, he never managed to squeeze as many words as he wanted into the cramped space on a V-Mail letter.

Corporal Charles “Red” Womack, a husky machine gunner from McComb, Mississippi, who switched to flamethrowers on Pavuvu, also wrote often to his bride, Hilda. He found another constructive way to combat loneliness and boredom by combing the beach for an unusual type of black seashell, eventually collecting enough to have a buddy make a necklace from them for Hilda. Womack sent her the finished product as a gift just before embarking for Peleliu.

 

Some in the division grew so hardened to comrades committing suicide that they used the grimmest sort of black humor as a defense mechanism. When one teenage sentry came in from four hours of slogging through the mud, put his M-1 in his mouth, and blew the top of his head off, a noncom in the next tent was alleged to have complained: “Jeez, now I got to find the padre. It’s getting so they won’t even let a guy out of here that way without a pass.”

For every suicide or severe psychiatric disorder, there were dozens of milder cases of mental upset or erratic behavior, especially during the division’s first couple of months on the island. The Marines called it “going Asiatic,” a term originally used to describe personality quirks developed by men serving long hitches in the Far East.

The Pavuvu strain of going Asiatic reached epidemic proportions, as illustrated by the oft-told story of a Marine who ran out of his tent one evening and threw himself at the base of a coconut tree. He beat the tree savagely with his bare fists and wept uncontrollably.

“I hate you, goddamn it!” he screamed. “I hate you! I hate you!”

“Hit the son of a bitch once for me,” shouted somebody from a nearby tent. Otherwise, none of the dozens of men within earshot offered the slightest reaction to the outburst. On Pavuvu, it was just another part of the nightly routine.

 

Attacked far more often than palm trees were the island’s two principal varieties of “wildlife”—rats and land crabs—both of which the Marines hated with an unbridled passion. But these attacks were usually the outgrowth of normal anger and frustration, rather than going Asiatic.

Some of the more enterprising men built elaborate snares to capture the rats, then doused the pests with gasoline and set them on fire. Others killed rats with booby traps made from percussion caps inserted in packages of crackers. On one occasion, a company commander led an attack with flamethrowers that destroyed more than 400 rats in a single night. But by the next evening it was obvious that Pavuvu’s rat population was as large and active as ever, and the discouraged attackers called off their offensive.

One night after movies had reached the island, PFC Bill Leyden was engrossed in the film on the outdoor screen when a giant rat jumped out of a coconut tree straight into his shirt pocket. “He was after some lemon drops I had in there, and I thought for sure he was going to bite me,” Leyden recalled. “I ripped off my shirt with the rat trapped inside, and with the help of the guy next to me, I did my best to beat it to death, but somehow it got away.”

The land crabs were considerably more docile than the rats but just as infuriating. “Those rotten coconuts had been a haven for the land crabs,” said Corporal Red Womack. “When we moved the coconuts, the crabs got more active, and no man on Pavuvu would dare put on his boots in the morning without shaking the crabs out of them first. Sometimes two or three would fall out of one boot.”

The larger land crabs were about the size of a man’s hand and incredibly slimy. Like the rats, they always appeared at night, slithering sideways in all directions. Even the live ones had an awful odor about them, and when they were killed with sticks, rifle butts, bayonets, or other handy objects, the smell was even more revolting.

In one all-out assault, 128 of the creatures were killed overnight in a single tent, whose occupants made the mistake of shoveling the smashed crabs into empty gasoline drums and setting them on fire. The stench was so severe that the men were forced to vacate the tent for an entire day.

As the weeks on Pavuvu dragged by, there were no more happy renditions of “Waltzing Matilda.” Melbourne might as well have been on some other planet, and the associations the song brought to mind were too painful. Hillbilly Jones and his musical cohorts concentrated instead on mournful ballads about wasted lives, hard times, and lost loves.

“Oh, if I had the wings of an angel, over these prison walls I would fly…”

 

If Pavuvu was a nightmare, the neighboring island of Banika represented the sweetest of dreams—dreams made more tantalizing by the tales of forbidden pleasures that drifted back to Pavuvu.

Except for the few lucky veterans who were rotated home that summer, Banika was as close to utopia as any member of the First Marine Division could hope to get in mid-1944. For men who would’ve given a month’s wages for a glimpse of a real American woman, a couple of ice-cold beers, or a Hershey bar, it was the ultimate isle of desire.

Banika was home to the Fourth Naval Base Depot, where acres of foodstuffs and consumer goods were stockpiled. There were miles of asphalt roads; scores of permanent buildings, some of them air-conditioned; three outdoor amphitheaters with nightly first-run movies; a recreation hall where enlisted men could buy up to six beers per week; officers clubs where cocktails flowed freely every afternoon; and several well-stocked post exchanges that sold all kinds of stateside merchandise.

More than 100 females—most of them young Navy nurses or Red Cross canteen workers—were also stationed on Banika. They were housed behind barbed wire fences and guarded around the clock, but to denizens of Pavuvu, the mere sight of an attractive woman was a red-letter occasion.

Banika was separated from Pavuvu by only a narrow channel, but between the channel and the Marines’ camp lay ten miles of impassable swamp and jungle, which, for all practical purposes, put Banika in another world. The only regular contact between the two islands was the daily mail boat, and while it was docked at Pavuvu, sentries stood watch, checking out anyone trying to board. Few stowaways avoided apprehension.

Most of the First Division Marines who made it to Banika did so as patients at its Navy hospital, one of the island’s four large medical facilities. Others were lucky enough to be sent there on brief errands. They rarely stayed longer than overnight but invariably brought back tales of luxury and largesse that made their buddies’ jaws drop in envy.

Thus, when Captain Haldane called in about ten of his Guadalcanal and Cape Gloucester veterans and told them they’d been selected for a two-week assignment on Banika, they almost fainted. And that was before they found out the nature of the duty.

“Your orders are to work eight hours a day guarding a supply dump at the Navy depot,” Ack-Ack said. “Lieutenant Jones and Sergeant Day will be in charge of the detail. Enjoy yourselves and stay out of trouble.”

“What’re we guarding in this supply dump, sir?” Hillbilly Jones inquired.

Haldane grinned. “Several thousand cases of beer and soft drinks, I understand.”

One of the chosen was ex-farmboy R. V. Burgin, who compared the assignment to “sending a bunch of hogs to watch over a well-loaded corncrib.” Jones and Sergeant Jim Day weren’t strict disciplinarians, anyway, and they pretty much gave the rest of the men a free rein. “We served about four hours on duty and ninety-six hours off,” Burgin said. “It was like one big party.”

Actually, the living conditions on Banika might have seemed fairly ordinary to men stationed there but not to a band of refugees from Pavuvu. The K/3/5 detail was housed in new six-man tents with electric lights, sturdy wooden decks, and flaps that opened to let in the breeze. They took many of their meals on a Navy ship anchored in the harbor, where they were handed menus and asked what they wanted to order. The food was uniformly excellent—fresh eggs, meat, fruits, and vegetables, fresh-baked bread (minus the bugs), rich desserts, even ice cream—all served on real dishes.

The beer in the supply dump was, of course, basically free for the taking, and they all consumed plenty of it. For the most part, they had to drink it warm, or barely cool at best, but to men who hadn’t tasted the stuff in eight or nine months, beer was beer.

 

Especially during the first weeks on Pavuvu, Marines debated among themselves whether the abominable conditions were part of a calculated plan to make them meaner, madder, and more likely to take out their bitterness on the Japanese in their next battle. Opinions on the subject remain divided to this day, but whether it resulted from an intentional scheme or a simple foul-up, the agony paid dividends that weren’t readily apparent at the time.

PFC Gene Sledge felt that most of his comrades took the hardships and frustrations in stride for two main reasons—stern discipline and esprit de corps. “Well-disciplined young men can put up with a lot even though they don’t like it,” he said, “and we were a bunch of high-spirited boys proud of our unit.”

Many of the men eventually came to recognize the benefits that grew out of the Pavuvu ordeal. More than six decades later, some still embrace it, both as a badge of honor and a wellspring of the comradeship that grew among them.

“Through all the misery, a bond developed among the men,” said Bill Leyden. “Each got to know the very soul of his comrades, and we became like blood brothers. This bonding gave us a closeness that lasted the rest of our lives. It made our division one of a kind and enabled us to face things at Peleliu that might have defeated the average American combat division.”

For replacements like Sledge and Leyden, the Pavuvu experience represented final initiation to full membership in the First Marine Division. It fostered an “us against the world” mind-set that drew together newcomers and veterans alike, melding them into one cohesive, resilient, mutually supportive union—in the best traditions of the Old Breed.

 

Ever so gradually, and thanks primarily to the labors of the Marines themselves, Pavuvu began to take on more and more characteristics of civilization as the summer of 1944 wore on.

Mess halls, a sparsely stocked PX, and other semipermanent structures had been erected. Bivouac areas were fast and firm for the most part, now that the rains were less frequent, and it was finally possible for men and vehicles to move around the island without bogging down to their knees or axles. A swimming hole had been set up along the beach, where men had a chance to cool off from the heat. Outdoor movies were offered several times a week, and some outdoor recreation areas were dry enough to allow games of basketball and softball. On the Fourth of July 1944, the division held a field day with relay races and other competitive sports events. PFC Vincent Santos picked up the nickname “Speedy” that day for coming in dead-last in one of the races.

But by far the most wondrous event to take place on Pavuvu that summer was a surprise visit by comedian Bob Hope and his USO troupe. The open-air show staged by Hope, Frances Langford, Jerry Colonna, and Patty Thomas is still remembered as the best morale-booster that the Marines encountered there.

“In addition to the great show they put on, the fact that they’d come to a godforsaken place like Pavuvu really lifted our spirits,” said Bill Leyden. “It made us feel like we weren’t totally forgotten after all.”

Close to three-fourths of the division turned out for the show, and Hope himself later described flying into Pavuvu in a small plane and circling over the thousands of cheering Marines below as one of the high points of his Pacific tour. Hope even managed to draw a laugh about the despised land crabs during one of his patented digs at the string of perennially losing racehorses owned by his friend, crooner Bing Crosby.

“I noticed your land crabs,” Hope said. “They reminded me of Crosby’s horses because they all run sideways.”

 

Much of July and August 1944 was devoted to landing exercises on inlets and beaches away from the main camp. Lack of space made all maneuvers difficult, and some had to be held on company streets because other areas were too swampy or choked with jungle growth. The exercises placed heavy emphasis on landings from amtracks, amphibious vehicles designed to carry assault troops. This was something the division had never done in combat.

As July wound down, a quiet, almost imperceptible change came over the division. The last of the rotten coconuts had finally been cleaned up, and the mud was mostly gone. The men complained less about the food, the rats, the crabs, and the isolation. They paid more attention to cleaning their weapons, making sure their gear was in order, and other routine chores—all more willingly than before.

An inner instinct began to warn the Marines that their next battle wasn’t far away—and that it would likely make the hardships of Pavuvu seem mild by comparison.

Captain Andy Haldane described his feelings at about this time in a letter to Paul Nixon, dean of students at Bowdoin College, Haldane’s alma mater. One of Haldane’s former classmates and fellow athletes at Bowdoin was Captain Everett Pope, now commanding a rifle company in the First Marines, and he often mentioned Pope in his letters.

“More of our officers have gone home, but Ev and I are still around,” Haldane noted in late July 1944. “But I’m sure if we get through the next one, we’ll be home to get a few days rest. [Meanwhile] all we can do is carry on. This next one is going to be a peach. Woe is me!”

Plenty of others in the company shared Haldane’s foreboding. Like him, they’d served constantly in the Pacific war zone without a stateside furlough for well over two years, and each had gone through at least two major battles. In addition to Haldane and Pope, they included such K/3/5 veterans as Lieutenants Hillbilly Jones and John E. “Moose” Barrett, and Sergeants Jim McEnery, Jim Day, and John Marmet.

Under the so-called twenty-four-month rule, nearly a third of the division’s officers and enlisted men were eligible for rotation back to the States. But word filtered down from III Corps headquarters that the rule was being set aside. Only a small fraction of the twenty-four-monthers would actually be granted leave because, without them, there simply weren’t enough Marines to handle the job ahead. General Rupertus and Colonel John Selden, his chief of staff, were told bluntly: “Your people will have to stick it out, at least for the next operation.”

Just over a month after Haldane wrote his letter, he and the rest of the First Marine Division broke camp and headed for combat. Their exile on Pavuvu was over.
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