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‘I would’ve followed him anywhere’

Southwest Pacific, 6 August 1942

As night fell on 6 August 1942, the officers assembled in the wardroom of the amphibious assault ship USS Fuller for a final briefing by the commander of the 3/5 Marines, Lieutenant Colonel Frederick C. Biebush. ‘We know from intelligence,’ he told them, ‘that when we hit the beaches tomorrow we’ll run into heavy artillery, machine gun and rifle fire, barbed wire and land mines. Very frankly, the estimate is that nobody who lands in the first wave will come out of it alive. Now it’s up to you whether you want to tell your platoons this or you want to keep it to yourselves.’[1]

Among the listeners was Arthur L. ‘Scoop’ Adams, a 24-year-old second lieutenant from Beacon, New York, who had joined the US Marines after graduating from Colgate University in the summer of 1940. An aspiring journalist, he had acquired his nickname while working on his college newspaper. ‘He wasn’t a big guy,’ noted one of his men. ‘Only about five-ten and 165 pounds. But there was something athletic about the way he moved, and he was always on the alert … I’d admired him ever since I first met him back at New River in North Carolina. Even after he chewed me out good – and rightfully so – for coming back early from a patrol, I still admired him. And I’m not exaggerating when I say I would’ve followed him anywhere.’[2]

Adams was the type of officer who had implicit faith in the forty-one men of K Company’s 1st Platoon and they, in turn, ‘wanted to live up to that confidence’.[3] True to form, he went straight from the wardroom to the platoon quarters below deck, where he found the men sharpening their bayonets on a borrowed grindstone. After repeating word for word what Biebush had told him, he added: ‘If there’s anybody here who doesn’t think he can make it tomorrow, come see me tonight. I’ll figure out something so that you don’t have to go in.’

The only response was from Private First Class (PFC) Norman R. ‘Dutch’ Schantzenbach, a 21-year-old former steelworker from East Macungie, Pennsylvania. ‘Let’s go get them Japs!’[4]

In just a few hours, Adams and his men were scheduled to land on the north shore of Guadalcanal, a mountainous and jungle-covered island in the British Solomon Islands that had been occupied by the Japanese since May 1942. Codenamed Operation Watchtower, the hastily planned recapture of Guadalcanal by the 19,000-strong US 1st Marine Division was the first major American ground offensive of the war and a lot was riding on it. Following the humiliation of the surprise Japanese carrier-borne aerial attack on the US naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on 7 December 1941 – a pre-emptive strike that sank four American battleships, seriously damaged one and inflicted minor damage on another three[fn1] – things went from bad to worse as successive Japanese amphibious operations captured Guam, Wake Island and, in May 1942 (after a five-month campaign that led to the death or imprisonment of around 70,000 US and Filipino troops), the Philippines.

Elsewhere Japanese forces had swept through British and Dutch possessions in southeast Asia: Hong Kong fell on Christmas Day, 1941; the fortress island of Singapore, at the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula, on 15 February 1942, with the loss of its 85,000-strong garrison (causing Churchill to lament that the numerically superior defenders ‘should have done better’); Rangoon, the capital of Burma, on 7 March; and Dutch forces surrendered on Java, the main island in the Dutch East Indies, a day later.[5] In its campaigns since 7 December, Japan had killed approximately 65,000 Allied servicemen while losing 15,000 of its own men. Over 300,000 Allied personnel were prisoners of war. The Imperial Japanese Empire now stretched across seven time zones and contained 516 million people, many more than the 360 million under Hitler’s control at the height of Nazi Germany’s military successes.[6]

The first gleam of light for the Allies was provided by two naval clashes in the Pacific. At the Battle of the Coral Sea near New Guinea in early May, the Imperial Japanese Navy won a tactical victory when its planes sank one of the US Navy’s four fleet aircraft carriers (USS Lexington) and damaged another, while its own losses were a light aircraft carrier and some smaller warships. But the IJN also sustained serious damage to one of its fleet carriers, Shokaku, and the heavy loss of aircraft and aircrew from two of its fleet carriers. They were turned back from the planned invasion of Port Moresby on the south coast of New Guinea, just a few hundred miles from the northern tip of Australia. Coral Sea was, therefore, the first strategic setback for the Japanese.

Having achieved almost all its original war aims by late March 1942, the Imperial General Headquarters (IGHQ) in Tokyo had been faced with a momentous decision: pause and consolidate its conquests, or continue to expand. It chose the more ambitious course, and Port Moresby was on a list of targets that included the occupation of New Guinea and the Solomons (from where they could threaten Australia), while further north they hoped to take American possessions in the western Aleutian Islands off Alaska, and Midway Island in the central Pacific. If successful, they would be able to isolate Pearl Harbor, sever sea routes between the United States and Australia, and provide Japan with bases from which further attacks could be launched. Their fatal miscalculation, however – according to Winston Churchill – was to underestimate the ‘latent might of the United States’.

The attack on Midway in early June involved a huge Japanese naval force of four fleet carriers, eleven battleships (including three of the strongest and fastest in the world), and multiple smaller warships and transports. The Americans had only three fleet carriers – including one hastily repaired after Coral Sea – and no battleships. Yet they knew from intercepted signals the timing and direction of the Japanese assault, and were lying in wait. The Japanese struck first, sending planes to knock out the US airfield on Midway Island. But having returned to their aircraft carriers, the surviving planes were being refuelled and rearmed for a second strike when they were caught on their flight decks by an American torpedo- and dive-bomber attack. Three Japanese fleet carriers were set on fire and eventually sank. The fourth, Hiryu, dispatched planes that damaged one American fleet carrier (USS Yorktown) so severely it was finished off by a Japanese submarine two days later. But the Hiryu, in turn, was crippled beyond repair and foundered.

In losing four aircraft carriers to its opponent’s one, Japan had suffered its first major defeat. The battle was, in the opinion of eminent naval historian Samuel Eliot Morison, the ‘most decisive’ of the war. He added:

Had the Japanese won it, they would have turned Midway Island into an air base, from which they could have rendered Pearl Harbor untenable. They would have set up a defensive perimeter, manned by mutually supporting aircraft and ships, from the western Aleutians through Wake and Midway Islands, to Samoa, the Fijis, New Guinea and Australia, cutting us off completely from ‘down under’. After our miraculous victory … the Japanese Fleet was thrown on the defensive, an unwelcome role for which they were ill-prepared.[7]

More recent scholarship suggests that the strategy of Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, the brilliant Commander-in-Chief of the IJN’s Combined Fleet, was even more ambitious: that he hoped victory at Midway would lead to the seizure and occupation of the main Hawaiian Islands. This, in turn, would give him around 425,000 civilian hostages that he could use as a bargaining chip to negotiate an early end to the war.[8] 

What is not in doubt is that Midway was a hugely significant victory. ‘At one stroke,’ wrote Winston Churchill, with the benefit of hindsight, ‘the dominant position of Japan in the Pacific was reversed. The glaring ascendancy of the enemy, which had frustrated our combined endeavours throughout the Far East for six months, was gone for ever. From this moment all our thoughts turned with sober confidence to the offensive.’[9]

This is going too far. Midway may have shifted the balance of power: but only from Japanese naval domination to something approaching parity. Despite losing four aircraft carriers and 3,000 veteran sailors and airmen, Japan still retained ‘a numerical advantage in most categories of deployed naval and air strength’ in the Pacific, including five aircraft carriers to the Americans’ four and ‘several more under construction’. Midway, moreover, had claimed none of Japan’s formidable array of battleships, submarines, destroyers, troopships, flying boats or land-based medium bombers, nor had it blunted the ‘violence or energy of the Japanese offensive in the South Pacific, where naval, ground, and air forces based at Rabaul on New Britain island were pushing south and east’.[10]

There remained, too, a sneaking suspicion among the American public that the Japanese soldier, man for man, could not be beaten. ‘People had come to believe,’ recalled one Marine officer, ‘that the Japs were supermen, that maybe our American boys really weren’t as rugged as the Japs. What people wanted, back in the summer of ’42, was a hand-to-hand, battle royal between some Japs and some Americans to see who would really win.’[11]

That the tussle would take place on Guadalcanal – an island most Americans had never heard of – was thanks in no small part to Admiral Ernest J. King, the Commander-in-Chief of the US Fleet and a member of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff. Tall, with thinning dark hair, a Roman nose and a cleft chin, King looked every inch the patrician graduate of Annapolis naval academy. Yet, unlike many of his colleagues, he came from a modest home in Lorain, Ohio, where his father was a foreman in a railroad machine shop. His rapid advance up the naval chain of command was helped by his tireless work ethic and fearsome intellect. He expected similar standards from others and would, according to an aide, ‘tolerate almost anything in an officer except incompetence, laziness, or verbosity’. He was rude, obnoxious and, in the opinion of General George C. Marshall of the US Army, one of his fellow Joint Chiefs, ‘a mental bully’.[12]

Yet he got things done and was never as blinkered about the Pacific theatre as his British allies suggested. After meeting King in London in July 1942, General Sir Alan Brooke, chief of the British Imperial General Staff, noted: ‘We went on arguing for 2 hours, during which time King remained with a face like a Sphinx, and only one idea, i.e. to transfer operations to the Pacific.’ Brooke made a similar accusation at the Casablanca conference in early 1943. King, he wrote, ‘is a shrewd and somewhat swollen headed individual. His vision is mainly limited to the Pacific, and any operation calculated to distract from the force available in the Pacific does not meet with his support or approval.’[13]

This was an exaggeration. Along with President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his fellow Joint Chiefs, King never seriously deviated from the ‘Germany First’ strategy agreed with the British in early 1941 and reaffirmed after Pearl Harbor.[fn2] This meant, in effect, devoting the bulk of America’s military resources to North Africa and Europe on the grounds that Hitler’s defeat would inevitably be followed by the demise of the other Axis powers, Italy and Japan. Conquering Japan, on the other hand, would have little bearing on Germany’s military prospects, particularly its titanic struggle with Russia. Yet King was also well aware that Japan could not be left to run amok. To prevent this, at least some of the Allies’ resources – particularly naval – were needed in the Pacific. How big a share? King suggested 30 per cent at Casablanca. But even this modest amount was too much for Brooke, who envisaged ‘minimum holding operations’ in the Pacific while the war was won in Europe.[14]

King held his ground. His ‘strategic genius’, noted historian Clark G. Reynolds, ‘lay in his general appreciation of the global dimensions of World War II, namely the need to speed up the war in Europe in order to enhance operations in the Pacific, and in particular the nature of Pacific geography and how a strategy of concentration would defeat Japan’. King’s strategy was a facsimile of the ‘indirect approach’ preached by British military theorist Basil Liddell Hart in the 1920s. First, the navy would isolate the Japanese home islands by commerce warfare and blockade to wreck its economy, fight naval battles to destroy the enemy fleet, and seize or neutralize the enemy’s overseas possessions and strongholds. Second, the United States would support, supply and encourage a major continental ally – in this case China – so that Japan could be defeated on land.[15]

But even after Midway, King knew that ‘Japan posed a threat to Allied territories throughout the South Pacific, and until the theater could be stabilized, there was no prospect of the hypothetical holding action pictured in Allied planning documents’. With danger ‘imminent’, he urged Marshall to create strategic ‘strong points’ by transferring men and planes – particularly bombers – to islands such as Samoa, Fiji, New Caledonia and Tonga. But he also wanted to launch a counter-offensive into the Solomons and the Bismarck Archipelago, thus beginning the step-by-step rollback of recent Japanese advances. On 24 June 1942, he gave Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Fleet, just five weeks’ notice to plan for ‘the seizure and initial occupation of Tulagi and adjacent islands’ in the Solomons. The biggest of those islands was Guadalcanal.[16]

A week later, General Marshall confirmed King’s instructions to Nimitz by ordering Allied forces in the Pacific to mount a limited offensive to stop the Japanese drive towards the line of communications from the United States to Australia and New Zealand. There were, at that time, two separate commands in the Pacific: General Douglas MacArthur’s Southwest Pacific Area (SWPA), which included the Philippine Islands, the South China Sea, the Gulf of Siam (modern Thailand), the Netherlands East Indies (most of modern Indonesia, with the exception of Sumatra), the Solomon Islands, Australia and the waters to the south; and Admiral Nimitz’s Pacific Ocean Area, a vast tract that encompassed three subordinate areas, the North, Central and South Pacific.

As John Miller, Jr wrote, in the official US Army history of the Guadalcanal campaign,

The missions assigned to MacArthur and Nimitz were virtually the same. They were to hold those island positions between the United States and Australia which were essential to the security of the line of communications and to the support of air, surface, and amphibious operations against the Japanese; to contain the Japanese within the Pacific; to support the defense of North America; to protect essential sea and air communications; and to prepare major amphibious offensives, the first of which were to be delivered from the South and Southwest Pacific Areas. Each area was to support its neighbor’s operations.[17]

As early as May, MacArthur had been preparing plans for an offensive that would forestall Japan’s drive south. At the same time, Admiral Nimitz was contemplating an attack on Tulagi in the Solomons, a project which was backed by Admiral King. Nimitz initially thought a single Marine Raider battalion could do the job. By 1 June, however, Admiral King and Generals Marshall and MacArthur were agreed that more troops would be needed. The latter envisaged a broader operation that would encompass the Solomons and New Britain, to the northwest, and that he would command. But as the only available combat troops in the SWPA were the 32nd and 41st Infantry Divisions, and the 7th Australian Division – and none was equipped or trained for amphibious operations – he required both a Marine division and the close support of US aircraft carriers.

He was backed by General Marshall, who told Admiral King on 12 June ‘that an attack designed to retake eastern New Guinea and New Britain could be mounted in early July’. But it would require the transfer to MacArthur of the 1st Marine Division, soon to arrive in New Zealand, to make the initial amphibious assault. King’s counter-proposal, on 25 June, was for an offensive no later than 1 August by a task force controlled by Admiral Nimitz. The immediate objectives would be positions in the Solomons and also in the Santa Cruz Islands, 370 nautical miles east-southeast of Guadalcanal. The ultimate objectives would be in the New Guinea–New Britain area.

The compromise was for Nimitz to have responsibility for the initial operation in the Solomons and Santa Cruz Islands – under his subordinate commander Vice Admiral Robert L. Ghormley – while MacArthur took charge of the follow-up operations. It was enshrined in the ‘Joint Directive for Offensive Operations in the Southwest Pacific Area Agreed on by the United States Chiefs of Staff’ on 2 July. Task One – codenamed Operation Watchtower – was the ‘seizure and occupation of the Santa Cruz Islands, Tulagi, and “adjacent positions”’ by an officer ‘designated by Admiral Nimitz’ (Ghormley). Tasks Two and Three, including the capture of Japanese airfields on the northeast coast of New Guinea, followed by the seizure of Rabaul on New Britain, were MacArthur’s responsibility. To keep Task One entirely within Ghormley’s area of responsibility, the boundary between the SWPA and SPA was moved one degree west, to latitude 159˚ east, just beyond the western end of Guadalcanal. The other Solomon Islands remained in MacArthur’s fiefdom.[18]

The unit assigned to Operation Watchtower – the 1st Marine Division under Major General Alexander A. Vandegrift – had only left its training base at New River, North Carolina, a month before Nimitz received his instructions from King. The original plan was to move the division to a semi-permanent camp near Wellington in New Zealand where it would begin six months of intensive training before it was sent into battle. The advance echelon – including the 3/5 Marines – had been in Wellington for only six days when Vandegrift was told that the Guadalcanal operation was scheduled for 1 August. ‘I could not believe it,’ he remembered. ‘I read the typewritten words again. There was no mistaking their content.’[19]

The task facing Vandegrift’s staff was formidable. They had just a few weeks ‘to reconnoiter the objective, get information, study the terrain, make a decision, issue orders, load 31 transport and cargo carriers, embark 20,000 men and 60 days’ supply, effect a rendezvous with supporting naval forces and, in addition, conduct a thorough set of joint rehearsal exercises’. Just getting to the target would eat up the bulk of the time available. Moreover the only information to hand was a single navy hydrographic chart of the Tulagi–Guvatu harbour area, corrected to 1910. So Vandegrift sent his chief of intelligence, Colonel Frank B. Goettge, to Australia to glean any information he could from former residents of the Solomons and masters of trading vessels who had plied those waters. At the US Army headquarters in Melbourne, Goettge was given an estimate of the Japanese Order of Battle for the Solomons and reports from coastwatchers who had chosen to stay on after the Japanese occupation. But neither gave accurate information regarding enemy troop dispositions.[20]

Goettge returned to New Zealand in mid-July and ‘put together a brief and error-filled report and a rough map of Guadalcanal’s northern coast’, where the Japanese were building an airfield on an old plantation.[21] According to George McMillan’s The Old Breed, the classic wartime account of the 1st Marine Division, the map was ‘a rough, uncontrolled sketch of the rivers, plains, coconut plantations and wooded areas’, and ‘the only guide regiments, battalions, and companies were to have’.[22] The reason it was so ‘crude and inadequate’, wrote Second Lieutenant Thayer Soule, the officer in charge of Goettge’s map section, was because there was no reliable topographic information. Instead they were forced to make sketch maps from aerial photos, with large blank areas where cloud had obscured the land.[23]

Goettge estimated the combined Japanese garrison on Guadalcanal and nearby Tulagi to be 8,400 men and planned accordingly. There were in fact only 3,500 troops, of whom 2,300 were on Guadalcanal. Most of the latter were members of two construction units whose task was to build an airfield close to Lunga Point on the island’s northern coast.[24]

The problem of supply was just as acute as the lack of reliable intelligence. The 1st Marine Division had arrived in New Zealand as part of an administrative move from one base to another; its ships, as a result, were loaded commercially rather than for ‘combat’ to save space. With an operation in the offing, everything had to be hurriedly repacked in reverse order of when it would be needed. ‘The essence of combat loading,’ explained the commander of the 5th Marines to a journalist, ‘is not to put the toilet paper on top of the ammunition.’

Hampered by bad weather – which spoiled many of the supplies – and strident local dock unions who insisted on regular tea breaks and perfect working conditions for their members, the reloading took much longer than expected and prompted Admiral King to extend the original landing date to 7 August. But, despite this extra time, supplies were pared to a minimum. Each man would take only what he needed to ‘actually live and fight’, with all excess clothing, bedding rolls and company property left in storage. Food would last for sixty days, rather than the prescribed ninety, and ammunition reserves were just ten units of fire – each made up of one day’s theoretical expenditure – per man.[25]

The dubious honour of being the first men ashore on Guadalcanal had been given to the 1st and 3rd Battalions of the 5th Marines, an outfit that fought so hard during the vicious 1918 defensive battle of Belleau Wood near the Marne River in eastern France that, according to the media, they were nicknamed Teufel Hunden (‘Devil Dogs’) by their German opponents.[26] The name had stuck.

Though the 5th Marines had only been activated in 1917, the pedigree of the United States Marine Corps (USMC) went all the way back to November 1775, at the start of the American War of Independence, when the Continental Congress authorized the raising of two battalions of Marines to serve as a landing force with the fledgling American fleet. Legend has it that the first Marine was recruited in a Philadelphia tavern and sent to a ship in the harbour where the officer-of-the-deck asked: ‘What the hell is a Marine? You go aft there and sit down till I find out.’

A few minutes later, a second Marine appeared and was sent to join the first. ‘Listen, boy,’ said the original Marine, ‘you shoulda been in the old Corps!’[27]

Since then, Marines had fought in every conflict in US history, including the wars against the Barbary Pirates (1801–5) and Mexico (1846–8) that are commemorated by the opening verse of the Marines’ Hymn:

From the Halls of Montezuma

To the shores of Tripoli;

We fight our country’s battles

In the air, on land, and Sea;

First to fight for right and freedom

And to keep our honor clean;

We are proud to claim the title

Of United States Marine.

In 1868, around the time the hymn was composed, the Marines first used their famous ‘Eagle, Globe, and Anchor’ (EGA) emblem. Fifteen years later, they adopted the motto ‘Semper Fidelis’ (shortened to ‘Semper Fi’, the Latin for ‘Always Faithful’). Playing a relatively minor role in the US Civil War, Marines were far more prominent in the Spanish–American War of 1898 and helped to put down the Boxer Rebellion in China in 1900. But it was during World War I that the US Marines earned their reputation as elite shock troops and expert shots, with numbers rapidly expanding from 13,000 to more than 70,000, including the first female recruits.

Having won more laurels at the battles of Château-Thierry and Saint-Mihiel, and during the hard-fought Meuse–Argonne Offensive in late 1918 – earning it the right to wear the fourragère, a braided cord awarded by the French to distinguished military units – ‘The Fighting Fifth’ was briefly deactivated in 1919 and again in 1930. Raised once more in 1934, it became part of the 1st Marine Brigade – the so-called ‘Raggedy-Ass Marines’ – which pioneered the practice of amphibious warfare, notably assault landings on hostile shores.

The ‘father’ of American doctrine on amphibious warfare was Lieutenant Colonel Earl H. ‘Pete’ Ellis, a Marine Corps intelligence officer who in the early 1920s – following Japan’s post-World War I acquisition of former German territories in the Pacific, including the Marshall, Mariana and Caroline Islands – had written the influential paper ‘Advance Base Operations in Micronesia’.[fn3] Ellis understood, wrote historian Richard Overy,

that attacking from the sea was fundamentally different from both war on land and conventional naval warfare. His description of future operations against defended shores anticipated in detail the conflict across the central Pacific twenty years later: the need for a large trained force of Marines; channels cleared of mines and obstacles for the approaching of landing craft to the shore; flanking support from naval gunfire to suppress enemy fire; ground support from the naval air arm; artillery and signal battalions brought ashore to assist the Marines in building a beachhead; … and rapid ship-to-shore movement to maximize the initial impact of the assault.

Amphibious operations, Ellis believed, would ‘entirely succeed or fail practically on the beach’.[28]

Ellis’s doctrine was finally adopted by the US Marine Corps in 1934 when it issued the first Tentative Landing Operations Manual. A year earlier, the US Navy had authorized the Marine Corps to activate a 3,000-strong Fleet Marine Force dedicated to amphibious operations. It initially consisted of just the 1st Marine Brigade, stationed in Quantico, Virginia; but was soon joined by the 2nd Marine Brigade, based on the west coast in San Diego, California (where its members were known, inevitably, as ‘Hollywood Marines’). Beginning in 1934, units of the Fleet Marine Force took part in the annual manoeuvres of the US Fleet in the Caribbean and the Pacific. These exercises, wrote Richard Overy, ‘mimicked amphibious operations and provided a solid opportunity to learn from many mistakes. By the seventh exercise, in 1941, the complexities of a landing against opposition were fully understood.’ By then the 1st Marine Brigade was commanded by Brigadier General Holland M. ‘Howlin’ Mad’ Smith, a 49-year-old Alabaman who had served with the Devil Dogs in France in 1917.[29]

When the 1st Marine Division was formed around the nucleus of the 1st Marine Brigade on 1 February 1941, Smith became its first commander and the 5th Marines provided cadres for two new regiments, the 1st and 7th. Yet the 5th’s reputation as the finest combat unit in the US Marines seemed to be confirmed by its selection to spearhead the Guadalcanal operation.[fn4] The 1st Marine Division was a self-contained fighting unit and the ‘first integrated amphibious striking force’ in US history. It was organized around its three infantry regiments – the 1st, 5th and 7th Marines – with supporting units of raiders, parachutists, artillery, engineers, special weapons, armour, navy corpsmen and pioneers. But the infantry regiments, each around 3,100 men strong, were the division’s unglamorous workhorses and would do most of the fighting. They were made up, in turn, of three infantry battalions, and each battalion of an HQ company, three rifle companies and a weapons company (of three machine-gun platoons, an 81mm mortar platoon and an anti-tank platoon). The 5th Marines, therefore, had nine rifle companies: A, B and C in its 1st Battalion; E, F and G in its 2nd; and I, K and L (there was no J) in its 3rd. The weapons companies, one to a battalion, were designated D, H and M.[fn5][30]

‘Scoop’ Adams and his men were in K Company (K/3/5). In August 1942 the company was 6 officers and 177 enlisted men strong. It included an HQ, staffed by the company commander or ‘Skipper’, executive officer or XO, first sergeant and various communications and supply personnel (a total of two officers and twenty-seven men); a weapons platoon of two light machine guns and two 60mm mortars (one officer and twenty-seven men); and three rifle platoons (each composed of a platoon leader and forty-one men). Each rifle platoon was further subdivided into an HQ (one officer and six men), three rifle squads (nine men each) and an automatic rifle squad (eight men).[fn6][31] A Marine might be proud of his battalion, his regiment and even his division. But his first loyalty was to his company. It was his home. Among its men he lived, trained, fought and sometimes died.

K Company was due to land on the left (or eastern) half of a 1,600-yard stretch of Guadalcanal’s north coast, dubbed Red Beach, at H-hour, 9.10 a.m. on 7 August. The 1st Battalion would land simultaneously on its right. The main objective of the operation was to capture the half-finished Japanese airfield that lay three miles to the west. But first the two battalions of 5th Marines had to secure a beachhead 2,000 yards long and 600 yards deep. With that accomplished, all three battalions of the 1st Marines would pass through their position and advance a couple of miles towards a feature known as the ‘Grassy Knoll’ where they would set up a number of all-round defensive perimeters. That, at least, was the plan. ‘If we were lucky,’ noted a squad leader in Adams’s platoon, ‘this was all supposed to happen on the first day. If we weren’t lucky, nobody knew what would happen. Even at best our defenses would be widely scattered and thinly stretched.’[32]
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‘Where I’m going will either make or break me’

Southwest Pacific, 6 August 1942

Steaming north towards Guadalcanal at 12 knots, the USS Fuller was part of a fleet of eighty-two transports and warships, the largest yet assembled in the Pacific. It included three fleet aircraft carriers – Enterprise, Saratoga and Wasp – the battleship North Carolina, cruisers, destroyers, transports, cargo ships, minesweepers and fleet oilers. ‘All over the sea and as far out as eye could reach,’ noted an Enterprise pilot, ‘the armada mottled the water. Everybody aboard became excited at the prospect of being part of what looked like the first big American offensive of the war.’[1]

Having left Wellington on 22 July, Fuller and the rest of the task force had sailed for Koro Island in Fiji where, six days later, they practised an amphibious landing. It was a fiasco. ‘Boat control by boat officers and flotilla commander was unsatisfactory,’ noted the 5th Marines’ War Diary. ‘C.T. [Combat Team] 3 landed on wrong beach. Because of surf and beach conditions, landing was stopped when 75% complete.’[2]

‘Scoop’ Adams and his men did get ashore, and ‘spent the day wandering about the island, looking around’, and trying to figure out how to open coconuts. ‘When dusk fell,’ noted a sergeant, ‘we pitched our tents and settled in to watch the sailors, who worked through the night struggling to free their boats from the coral.’ He added:

The coral reef was a bad place to land, the landing craft were in poor condition, ship-to-shore communications were slow, navy coxswains were inexperienced, Marines were slow to embark, and there was confusion among the destroyers’ artillery groups. The reality is that we were damned lucky no one was killed or injured.

This was only a trial run. How would we perform when facing live fire, an entrenched, heavily armed enemy, and an unknown hostile island? We were soon to find out.[3]

Back on board the Fuller, the men of the 3/5 Marines spent the next few days preparing for battle. Adams and the other officers attended a series of lectures and briefings at which all eventualities were discussed. They were told, for example, that the terrain on Guadalcanal could not have been tougher. ‘From our landing point,’ noted one memorandum, ‘our forces will have to cross a stream about 20 feet wide and 400 yards south of the beach. The name of the stream is the Ilu and it runs westward and parallel to the shore into the Tenaru River. Actually it is a backwater from the Tenaru and except in the rainy season is still and stagnant. Its banks are steep, boggy and from five to six feet high. The bottom is silty.’

Once over the Ilu, Marines would encounter ‘high grass averaging four feet in height which affords possible positions for machine guns, riflemen, etc., with a field of fire extending across the stream toward the beach’. Further to the west, towards the airfield, was the larger Tenaru River, with banks ‘eight to ten feet in height’ and covered by grass and thick brush, giving the enemy more ambush opportunities. Its current was 4 knots – even faster in the rainy season – and the depth in places was over a man’s head.

Beyond the Tenaru was a plantation of coconut trees, arranged in groups of four in a diamond formation that offered lanes of observation in all directions. Then came a stretch of more high grass that led through swampy undergrowth and jungle to the headwaters of Alligator Creek. The woods were dense, noted the memo, with visibility barely five yards. ‘There are no roads or paths. Between the trees are thorny vines and thick low underbrush through which it is necessary to cut passage.’[4]

A couple of days before the landing, Colonel LeRoy P. Hunt, commanding the 5th Marines, wrote to the men of his command. Hunt was a legend in the Corps. Born in Newark, New Jersey, but brought up in Berkeley, California, where he later attended university, he had fought with the Devil Dogs as a 26-year-old first lieutenant at Belleau Wood, Soissons, Saint-Mihiel, Blanc Mont Ridge and the Argonne Forest, and was awarded three Silver Stars, the Distinguished Service Cross and the Navy Cross.[fn1] When he spoke, his men – the vast majority of whom had not seen action – paid attention. Hunt wrote:

The coming offensive in Guadalcanal marks the first offensive of the war against the enemy, involving ground forces of the United States. The Marines have been selected to initiate this action which will prove to be the forerunner of successive offensive actions that will end in ultimate victory for our cause. Our country expects nothing but victory from us and it shall have just that …

We have worked hard and trained faithfully for this action and I have every confidence in our ability and desire to force our will upon the enemy. We are meeting a tough and wily opponent but he is not sufficiently tough or wily to overcome us because WE ARE MARINES.

Hunt signed off: ‘Good luck and God bless you and to hell with the Japs.’[5]

The intention of the regimental commander was to steel his troops to the task in hand. ‘He knew what hard fighting was all about,’ noted a corporal in Adams’s platoon, ‘and he was telling us this fight was going to be as hard as they came.’ Yet, aside from Hunt and a few other holdovers from World War I, the men of the 1st Marine Division were as ‘green as gourds’. Almost none of them had heard a shot fired in anger and the grim warnings they kept hearing were making people jumpy. Men kept repeating, only half in jest: ‘Somebody’s gonna get hurt! Somebody’s gonna get hurt!’[6]

On 6 August, approaching Guadalcanal, the men of Adams’s 1st Platoon spent their last evening on board the 8,000-ton Fuller – a former mail ship that had been acquired by the US Navy in 1940 and converted to a fast attack transport – cleaning and checking their weapons and equipment, and packing their gear. After a ‘sumptuous dinner’, Sergeant Thurman Irving Miller – known to his friends as ‘T.I.’ – told a man who owed him ten dollars to forget the debt. It was cancelled. He then lit a cigarette with a dollar bill. Why? Because he doubted, after Adams’s speech, that he would ever have the opportunity to spend it.[7]

Though just 22 years old, with a pleasant oval face, dark hair and stocky frame, Sergeant Miller was one of the more experienced men in the platoon. Born and brought up in grinding poverty on a subsistence farm near Otsego in rural West Virginia, his earliest memory was of his grandfather hoeing corn. His ‘gnarled hands would wrap around the handle of the hoe,’ recalled Miller, ‘as he worked along the row, the six-feet plus of man blending perfectly with his tool, defining economy of motion as his hoe cut its way smoothly through the dirt and replaced it without leaving weeds or piles … He knew how to carve a living from the land and preserve it for coming generations.’

From a huge family of sixteen siblings, Miller was put to work from the age of eight when he was given his own hoe. It was tough labour, making his hands ‘hard and rough’ and his back stiff. They would store up corn for the winter to feed the livestock and poultry. ‘We didn’t go hungry,’ remembered Miller, ‘but we didn’t get fat either, and we knew of many who had much less than we did. It was a life that echoed throughout West Virginia, throughout all Appalachia.’

The family’s jerry-built home was made of plain timber boards, lined on the inside with scraps of fabric and old magazines for insulation and decoration. There was no electricity, heating system, plumbing or running water. In autumn and winter, it was Miller’s job to build the morning fires. He and his siblings would bathe in water heated on the kitchen stove, and brush their teeth with baking soda or just plain soap and a rag.

Despite the hardship, Miller enjoyed his childhood: fighting, playing and hiding in hills ‘impenetrably wooded with oak and hickory, with maple and pine and locust’. A low point was in 1931 when a great drought swept across the United States, drying up streams and killing crops. ‘There was no corn,’ recalled Miller, ‘no wheat, no rye, no feed for the livestock. Our cattle began to die, so there was no fresh beef or milk. The horses began to die.’ Yet the experience of drought, and of the Great Depression more generally, paid dividends for Miller’s generation when war came. He noted: ‘We learned the lessons of making do with whatever was at hand, or doing without.’

A determined if not particularly inspired student, Miller graduated from high school and worked in a series of low-paid jobs before he was laid off. He decided to stow away on a freight train to California, but was arrested at the first stop and jailed for thirty days. It was a Damascene moment. He had for some time been mixing in dubious company. ‘I didn’t have the ambition to be a true criminal,’ he admitted, ‘but was curious and mischievous.’ This short spell in prison made him determined to mend his ways.

In late 1940, with war clouds gathering, Miller decided to join the US Marine Corps. It had, he wrote, a ‘well-deserved reputation for being the elite branch, after its success at Belleau Wood and other battles’, and ‘even though all the branches were seeking recruits, with the war just over the horizon, the Marines had a special place in the armed services, the first to fight, capable of being sent anywhere’. The forces would also offer him, as it had generations of men from West Virginia, ‘a path out of the poverty that has marked both the perception and the reality of our most rural areas’.

His father was not convinced. ‘Son,’ he said, ‘I’m afraid you’ll spend all your time in a guardhouse.’

‘Dad, if I don’t go,’ replied Miller, ‘these people will make a criminal out of me anyway, so where I’m going will either make or break me. If I make good, I’ll be back; if not, I’ll stay away.’[8]

Boot camp at Parris Island, South Carolina, was for Miller a brutally tough yet necessary training for war. Aside from endless drill and marches, Platoon 99 was put through the obstacle course, practice on cargo nets and munitions training. They were told to scrub their barracks with soap and water, even cleaning the cracks in the floor with a toothbrush. ‘They erased all memories of our past lives,’ recalled Miller, ‘or tried to. It was drilled into us that nothing but strict and immediate obedience to orders given was acceptable.’

As every Marine in the Corps is a rifleman, Miller and his fellow boots ‘learned that our rifle was our best friend, to be kept clean and at the ready at all times’. He practised for hours on the range and was eventually rated a Marksman, the lowest of the three levels of proficiency.[fn2] He also qualified as a combat swimmer and learnt how to fight with a bayonet, throw a grenade, shoot a .45 automatic pistol and take part in hand-to-hand combat. But hard as he found the training, it was worse for many of the other raw recruits who, unlike him, were not used to meagre rations, ‘roaming the hills for days on end, and going without sleep and working hard’.[9]

The suitability of people from Appalachia for military service was confirmed by a historian researching Vietnam-era soldiers. ‘Veterans,’ she wrote, ‘who had grown up in rural areas indicated a better preparedness for the physical requirements of military service. Many Appalachian veterans credit their hunting and weapons skills, developed during childhood, in helping them to survive in combat.’[10] Another study by a veterans’ psychologist noted that servicemen from Appalachia were much more likely to die in action than men from other regions, ‘either because they were assigned more combat duty or volunteered for hazardous assignments’. He put this down to a mystique about Appalachian ‘heroism and skill and attitudes about God and country’, a mindset he dubbed the ‘Sergeant York Syndrome’ after the Tennessee conscientious objector turned warrior who won the Medal of Honor for capturing ninety German soldiers in World War I.[11]

At boot camp, they learned a new language. The Marine NCOs in charge were called DIs (drill instructors). The recruits themselves were either ‘boots’ or ‘shitbirds’, depending on the DI’s mood. Food was ‘chow’, field shoes were ‘boondockers’ (never boots), gossip was ‘scuttlebutt’, and their weapon was a ‘rifle’ (or an ‘03’), but never a ‘gun’. One recruit who got the names mixed up was forced to parade in front of the platoon huts, holding his rifle in one hand and his penis in the other, chanting, as he held them up in turn, ‘This is my rifle … this is my gun … this is for Japs … and this is for fun.’ He never made the same mistake again.[12]

Once through boot camp, Private Miller was sent with his provisional company to Guantánamo Bay in Cuba where the United States had enjoyed a perpetual lease on the land and waters since 1903. Arriving in December 1940, the company joined the 1st Marine Brigade and later became K Company, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines (K/3/5). Miller and his fellow Marines ‘carved their tent camp from the burning landscape of the desert’, breaking rock and mixing and pouring cement for the mess hall base, the head, and other sanitation facilities. They practised ‘landing on the beaches of the surrounding islands, assaulting hills, cutting through the jungles of the shoreline’. They were taught to live off the land, a skill Miller acquired quicker than most. Given a potato and two strips of bacon, he built a firepit with pebbles, lit a fire and fried the bacon and slices of potato in his mess kit. The city boys were amazed and, before long, ‘small fires popped up all over the beach’.

Assigned to 1st Platoon, Miller’s officer was Second Lieutenant ‘Scoop’ Adams from New York. As Miller noted,

He was only average sized but had a strong Marine bearing. We found in him the type of officer who recognizes that he can depend on those under his command, and we wanted to live up to that confidence. He was always ready to listen, always ready to dispense advice when just that was needed. He never flaunted his rank even as he moved his way up. I recognized his leadership immediately and was proud to serve under his command.[13]

In the summer of 1941, K/3/5 joined the rest of the still understrength 1st Marine Division at its new training base at New River, North Carolina, a sprawling 111,000 acres of ‘water, coastal swamp and plain, theretofore inhabited largely by sandflies, ticks, chiggers and snakes’. More landings were practised on Onslow Beach, while a ‘Tent City’ sprang up to house the ever-growing number of new recruits. That autumn each tent was furnished with a kerosene stove, ‘a smelly, ornery, and often dangerous contraption’. If a tent was not set on fire – and many were – it was covered in sooty smoke, causing its occupants to cough ‘for a week’.[14]

Among the new recruits was 21-year-old Jim McEnery from an Irish ‘blue-collar neighbourhood’ in South Brooklyn, New York. A ‘scrappy kind of kid’ who never ‘dodged a challenge or ducked a fight’, he was just twelve when his hard-drinking father died of pneumonia. A year later, with his mom struggling to pay the bills, he enrolled in a trade school that promised students good paying jobs in the aviation industry after graduation. But unable to afford the tuition fees for the final two terms, he dropped out and found work as a shipping clerk in a pen company. His salary of $15 a week was more than some men twice his age were paid. He and his family were financially secure for the first time in his life.

Yet McEnery had often thought of joining the military – an ambition first sparked when he attended an Armistice Day parade at the age of seven – and, with international tensions rising, he and a friend took the plunge by visiting an army recruitment office. It was closed, so the pair went to the nearby Navy Building where a ‘middle-aged Marine sergeant in dress blues’ talked them into joining the Corps. A private’s pay was only $21 a month, a third of what McEnery had been earning. But as all his food, clothing and housing would be taken care of, he figured he could send half his monthly pay home to his mom.

He enlisted in September 1940 and, following boot camp at Parris Island – where he qualified as a marksman and became a close buddy of a fellow recruit called Remi Balduck, who would later ‘have a Navy ship named after him’ – did guard duty at Norfolk naval base in Virginia before he was assigned to K/3/5 at New River.[15]

By now a private first class,[fn3] tall and skinny with a pencil-thin moustache and dark curly hair, McEnery joined Adams’s 1st Platoon where he became a good buddy of Thurman Miller. ‘Jim stood about six feet,’ wrote Miller, who was a good five inches shorter, ‘and had a distinct Brooklyn accent. I had never been to New York City (or much of anywhere) then, and I always enjoyed listening to him no matter what he was saying, just for the accent. He had a colorful way of expressing himself, too, with a degree of drama.’ They had, by coincidence, enlisted on the same day. But because McEnery took a boat from New York to Parris Island, while Miller went by train, the West Virginian got there first and joined an earlier training platoon.[16]

Another key member of Adams’s platoon who joined at New River was Sergeant Maurice O. ‘Mo’ Darsey from Dexter, Georgia. After graduating from high school, Darsey enlisted in the US Marines in 1935, aged twenty, because his family ‘was too poor to send him to college’. After boot camp, he was sent to guard the US Embassy in Peking, China, where he witnessed Japanese atrocities at the start of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937. As a result, he would have, noted Miller, ‘a better idea of what we’d be facing than did any of the rest of us’. Darsey’s next posting was Pearl Harbor, from where he had the good fortune to be ‘pulled out’ the day before the Japanese attack. It was far from his last encounter with Lady Luck. Miller recalled: ‘Mo was a stout, strong man and may have looked overweight compared to the rest of us scrawny Marines, but he was just large and sturdy, and the ravages of battle did not seem to affect him as much as they did others … He was a very dedicated sergeant, and all the men of the platoon had great respect for him.’[17]

By the time the 1st Marine Division left New River in May 1942, Darsey had become Adams’s platoon sergeant, or number two, with Miller, recently promoted to buck sergeant, as the platoon guide, or third in the chain of command. ‘Scoop, Mo and I,’ noted Miller, ‘made up platoon “headquarters unit,” or platoon command post (CP). The CP would be located several yards in the rear of the four squads … The command-post strategy started at the top, with the division command post, and on down to regimental, battalion, and company command-post level, as a matter of observing what was happening in front of us, and we could move another squad (or higher up, a regiment or company), to plug any gap.’ Jim McEnery, now a corporal, was leader of the platoon’s 1st Squad.

Shortly before shipping out, Miller returned to Otsego on leave. It was a tiring trip by train, bus and finally a hitchhike ride. Miller did not care. He had left home eighteen months earlier with few prospects and a reputation as a tearaway. His father had predicted he would end up in jail. Yet the Marine Corps had been the making of him. Given structure, discipline and a sense of belonging, he had found something he could excel at, and was rewarded by three promotions in quick succession, the last, to sergeant, after an examination. He arrived home wearing his smart uniform, the ‘best clothes’ he had ever owned, and three stripes on his arm. ‘I was,’ he wrote, ‘making good on my promise to Dad.’

During this final leave, Miller popped the question to his sweetheart Recie, a beautiful dark-haired girl he had been dating since she was thirteen, four years his junior. She said yes. But as he was determined not to make her a widow, the marriage would have to wait until he returned – if he returned – from service overseas.[18]
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