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John Basilone, “The Pacific Hero”

War brings out the best and the worst in people. With the United States participating in countless wars over the years, there have been quite a few exceptional soldiers who have been able to shine during combat, having done their due diligence to protect their country and fellow troop members. Giovanni “John” Basilone was a war hero whose actions in the Guadalcanal and Iwo Jima campaigns of the WWII earned him two medals; the Congressional Medal of Honor and the Navy Cross. 

Early Life

John Basilone was born to Dora Bengivenga and Salvatore Basilone. Dora had grown up in Rarita, and her parents had moved to the States from Naples, Italy. They lived at 113 First Avenue, a house that Dora’s parents had bought for $500. John’s father, Salvatore, had moved to America from just outside Naples in 1903 at the age of 19. Salvatore went to work in Raritan, and it was at one of the church parties and neighborhood gatherings that he met Dora. After dating for three years, the two saved enough to get married and moved in with Dora’s parents. Salvatore worked as a tailor’s assistant.

A few years later, the family moved to Buffalo, New York, as Salvatore was looking for greener pastures. It was in Buffalo that John Basilone was born at home on November 4th,1916, the sixth child in a family of ten. However, the Basilone family moved back to Raritan in 1918, and Salvatore opened up a tailoring shop. The family lived in the same house as Dora’s parents, in the second three-bedroom addition made to accommodate the growing family. 

By all accounts, John was not a quiet kid. He was prone to engage in unruly activities, and his teacher once wrote in the St. Bernard’s parochial school yearbook that John was “the most talkative boy in class” and that “conduct was always his lowest mark.” According to John’s sister, Phyllis, he had a hard time in school and seemed unable to fully comprehend his studies in grammar school. He ended up graduating at the age of fifteen, which was a year later than was the norm, and after that, he decided to quit school entirely. He reportedly told his adviser, Father Amadeo Russo, that he felt school just wasn’t for him.

Despite his father’s objections, John went to work at the local Raritan Valley Country Club as a caddy. He stayed on during the entire golf season and finally left to look for another job once the season ended. He got a job at Gaburo’s Laundry, where he worked as a helper on the delivery truck, delivering clean clothes. He held on to the job for a year, until he got caught sleeping on a pile of laundry bags. He was subsequently fired for “sleeping on the job.” 

During this time, the economy was experiencing a downturn and there were few to none jobs available. His lack of education became a crutch, making it more difficult for him to secure employment, and he decided to join the Army. At the time, the Army had various benefits, including; $21 a month for a private, a uniform, a pair of stout, hard-soled shoes, and three square meals a day. Unfortunately, John was not yet 18 and he needed his parents’ consent to join the army. His father was against the idea from the onset and spent his time trying to dissuade John. However, in the end, he granted him consent. 

“Manila John”

John Basilone joined the pre-war U.S Army in the mid-1930s. However, the exact date remains unknown as the records were destroyed by fire in 1973 at the Military Personnel Records Centre in St. Louis, Missouri. John’s sister believes that it was in August 1934, as it had been three months before John’s birthday, and that was why he needed his parents to sign on. However, his Marine Corp records show that John enlisted in 1936, which is entirely wrong as John’s service in the Philippines in 935 has been extensively documented. 

Once he enlisted, John started training. To the delight of his drill instructor, John was a model recruit and he made a point of encouraging him. His first outfit was Company D of the 16th Infantry located on Governor’s Island at Fort Jay. According to his sister Phyllis, John compared the training facility to a luxury camp. It was at Governor’s Island that he fell in love with the 1917A water-cooled .30-caliber heavy machine, which became his weapon of choice. He considered it something he could handle and surmised that they weren’t complicated. The training on the weapon included; military purpose, operating procedure, safety procedure, parts and assembly, the strategy of an infantry assault, interlocking fields of fire, trajectory, care, and maintenance. The machine gun was bulky and heavy, and many gunners were prone to avoid it. John’s affinity for the gun was somewhat of a mystery to all those who served with him.

John spent his summer of 1934 working on machine-gunning and poker. He was said to be a great gambler, and he indulged in this hobby his whole life, winning more often than not, even when the odds were particularly slim. From Governor’s Island, John’s outfit was transferred to California, where they finally settled in San Diego. One night at 8 pm, date unknown, the infantry was mustered and marched onto the USS Republic, a military transport that was to take them to the Philippines. In March 1935, John’s outfit was under General McArthur’s command, who was in charge of the 16,000 U.S. Army regulars and Navy personnel referred to as “Filipino Scouts.”

Once they docked at the Manila Harbor, John was in for a big surprise. General McArthur, whose official title was Military Adviser to the Commonwealth Government, was no longer the formidable Douglas “Gawd Almighty Himself” McArthur. Instead, he let his men run loose, without any particular structure at all. The troops stationed in Manila did not have access to even the basic provisions. Proper uniforms, decent rations, and even soap were hard to come by. These limitations extended to even their weapons and cartridges, as the guns were from before WWI, Boer War Enfield, and the cartridges were in such short supply that firing-range practice was curtailed.

To make ends meet, the soldiers in Manila resorted to starting businesses, some started living with local families, and others started working part-time in local businesses and shops. During his first year in the Philippines, John decided to avoid indulging in the activities of his fellow soldiers and focused on staying true to his vows. He spent his time constantly playing cards, and won most of the games he played. Compared to his colleagues, he was relatively dedicated to his training and was a bit disappointed with the way the station in Manila was being run. However, his resolve wore off over time as, according to unconfirmed rumors, he became a junior partner in a “nightclub” that was being run inside a bicycle shop belonging to Lolita’s uncle. Lolita was John’s girl at the time.

John was a skillful machine gunner, with little else to distinguish him from the others his first year. This quickly changed, as he was prone to go barefoot during the monsoon season, which got him several reprimands from his superiors. However, his status in the troop reached a new high once he started boxing. John had become more and more restless and needed an outlet. He was tired of feeling closed in, and the minimal training was making him feel even more restless. At 19, he was classified as a light heavyweight at 175 pounds. He started winning, and this catapulted him onto the scene. To make sure that their “money-making machine” was at peak shape, other officers began stealing steaks and pork chops from the Officers’ Club to feed John. Nobody knows how the name “Manila John” came about, but it stuck. One thing was for sure though, the name started when John became a regular boxing winner.

John’s fellow gunners and his buddies backed him with cash in side bets, volunteered as sparring partners, medics as cut men, others as cornermen, trainers, managers, and cheering squads. Bets were placed on John and with every win, he drew even more backers. Money in the gambling world began changing hands often and in large amounts. He drew the attention of senior officials, and even McArthur came to wish him luck at times. His record rose to eighteen wins with zero losses. His last Army bout was against American Navy tar, “Sailor Burt,” a formidable fighter who got John doubting his ability to win. He even asked his buddies not to place their bets on him. However, after a twelve-rounder and a knockout, Manila John’s undefeated streak rose to 19-0. 

His Army tour was coming to an end, and at 21 years, he had no idea what he wanted to do next. He briefly considered staying in Manila with Lolita but abandoned the idea. When his sergeant asked whether he wanted to stay for another tour, John declined and headed home.

Marine Corps and Guantanamo

In 1940, John enlisted with the Marines. This was after his stay at home failed to eliminate the restlessness that kept taking hold of him after a few months working on various jobs. Additionally, he missed the routine and discipline of the army, which had kept him on a straight path. At 23, he was 180 pounds, and an amateur boxer with a body built for combat. Without telling his family, John went to Baltimore and enlisted in the Marine Corps on July 11, 1940. His three years of Army experience was a favorable factor, and his qualification as a machine gunner made him an ideal candidate for the Marine Corps. After his leave-taking with family and friends, John reported to boot camp at the Marine Corps recruit depot at Quantico, Virginia.

On September 28, 1940, John was aboard the SS McCawley in the “tourist class” headed for Guantanamo. He set foot in Guantanamo on October 2. During this assignment, John and the other marines were responsible for guarding the outposts. Additionally, they underwent seven months of training in maneuvers. However, this serious amphibious program was not held at Guantanamo, but at the Puerto Rican island of Culebra. They were trained to land on hostile beaches under fire, from small boats that had been launched towards the beach from transports, destroyers, or larger aircraft.

On New Year’s Day in 1941, John joined the D company, 1st Battalion of the 7th Marine Regiment of the Fleet Machine Force (FMF). On March 1, 1941, he was transferred to the D Company of the 1st Marines. After relocation to South Carolina, John’s company continued training at the Parris Island training depot. On May 15, he was promoted by temporary warrant to corporal. On September 30th, 1941, John’s company was relocated to North Carolina for training in preparation for combat.  On January 23, 1942, John was promoted to sergeant-line, again by temporary warrant. 

Samoa and Guadalcanal

In March 1942, the continued pressures of the Japanese troops in the Pacific became a source of immediate threat and the United States decided to take a stand against the enemy attack. However, it was still unclear what the endgame of the Japanese was in regards to the Solomon Islands. On April 10, John’s convoy was deployed to Western Samoa as a defense line against the Japanese in case they decided to attack the island. The convoy landed in Apia, Samoa on May 8, 1942. 

At the time, there was little intelligence present about the Solomon Islands, and both sides were studying the situation, assessing the region, marshaling their forces, moving slowly towards each other, but neither side knew exactly what was coming next. However, the Japanese forces made the first move. They landed on Bougainville, in the northern Solomons, and then on May 4 took the undefended Tulagi, which was twenty miles across the water from Guadalcanal. In June, the Japanese finally decided that they were going to build the airstrip in the jungle. Guadalcanal was the most ideal location for the airstrip. The Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo scrapped plans to invade Midway, Fiji, New Caledonia, and Samoa.

On August 7, elements of two Marine infantry regiments, the 1st and 5th Marines, the 11th Marine artillery regiment, the 1st Marine Raider Battalion, and the Parachute Battalion landed on the islands of Guadalcanal, Tulagi, and nearby Gavutu. Meanwhile, John’s 7th Regiment was scattered along the Pacific and was not committed to battle. They were a three to four-day boat journey away from Guadalcanal and were itching for a fight as they had yet to face combat. However, in the months they spent in Samoa, they adopted a rigorous training schedule and even developed their own set of special codes and signals to avoid friendly casualties.

On September 18, the 7th Marine Regiment, and some smaller units landed on the shores of Guadalcanal. John and his machine gunners were finally about to experience the war firsthand. General Alexander A. Vanderbilt chose the 1st Battalion, 7th Marines, to move inland along the slopes of North Austen and patrol north towards the coast and the Japanese-held area. By this time, the battle had been raging on for months, since August. Both sides had experienced considerable casualties, but the Japanese were relentless and were not showing any signs of
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