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Dear Marc, 

You have asked me to set down some of my memories with particular emphasis on my ADVENTURES 

as a member of THE UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS (pause for an imaginary flourish of drum and bugle). Keep 

in mind, Marc, that your dad is getting older and in 50+ years faces, names, dates and other details may 

become confused and out of context, spatially and time wise. Though some facts may be placed in the wrong 

time frame or location, the memories will be sharp and clear. 

The yearly get-togethers of the old Scout Company ─ where we can rehash the good times in San 

Francisco, New Zealand and Australia; the skirmishes, patrols and battles in the Pacific Islands ─ serve to 

remind me that everyone’s memories and impressions are different and intensely personal. To get to the point 

─ this is my own personal view, not history. 

Why the Marines? Truthfully it was an afterthought. I was seventeen, in my first year of college and not 

a dedicated scholar. There was no thought of war or high adventure on Sunday, December 7th of 1941. I had 

borrowed my dad’s 1938 Chevy and gone to pick up my cousin George [Snyder] to meet the old gang in the 

country town of Noxen, Pennsylvania. Before we left George’s house I was surprised to hear my Uncle Mart 

comment that we would be at war with Japan within two 

weeks. His statement that Japan was preparing to attack the 

United States seemed preposterous. This was the only 

glimpse we had of the impending catastrophe, and we never 

did figure out how he knew. 

We stopped in Shavertown to pick up our friend Dot 

[French] and be on our way. While sitting in her living room 

listening to the radio, when we heard the announcement 

that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. That drove 

everything else from my mind, and I don’t remember 

anything else about that day. 

 

Monday morning, December 8, 1941 

I dashed off to the Army Recruiting office to join the 

Army Air Corps and learn to fly. I was bitterly disappointed to 

learn that one had to be 21 years old and have 2 years of 

college to qualify for flight training in either the Army or the 

Navy. They of course wanted to enlist me in the regular 

Army, but I got even. I joined the Marines.1 

                                                 
1
 Cousin George Snyder, referred to above, Remembers that after that on Monday,  Dec. 8, Fred asked him to go with him and 

“enlist in the Marines.”Snyder and he went to the recruiting office/ Snyder remembers, “We joined the crowd, filled out the forms 

and seated ourselves waiting . . .for the physical.” Snyder, deciding the other would-be Marines weren’t up to snuff, left. He later 

became a pilot. Fred, as George says, “was sent to camp quickly.” 
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Actually there was a valid reason (at least in my mind) to 

select the Marines. I knew that the Marines were amphibious and 

would likely be used in the warm Pacific climes. That sounded a lot 

better to me than the snow and ice of Europe. Why the rush? I 

miscalculated the determination of the Japanese, and I was afraid 

the whole thing would be over before I was ready to go. You may 

remember that your Grandpa used to tell you how disappointed he 

was: he enlisted at the age of eighteen to go fight the Kaiser. When 

the Kaiser heard that your Grandpa was about to enter the fray he 

just gave up, and poor grandpa never even got his licks in. 

My parents were not happy with my decision to leave 

college, but since I would be eighteen in a matter of days and they 

saw I was determined to go, they signed the consent form. I still had 

to break the news to the dean, president, and founder of the small 

college I was attending in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. It was known 

as Bucknell University Junior College, later to grow into Wilkes 

University. You were only eight when we moved from Wilkes-Barre, 

Marc, but you probably remember Wilkes College.  

The Dean was a great guy, and I dreaded telling him of my 

decision. I made an appointment to break the news. It was a small 

school, and Dr. Farley knew everyone. He listened to my plans and 

then pointed out all the reasons (all of them valid) why I should first 

complete my education. I finally told him that I knew he would talk 

me out, of it so I had signed up before I came in to see him. He 

looked a bit taken aback, but he wished me well. When I saw him 

after the war, he told me that he had often used this incident in his 

speeches to various groups as an example of something;  perhaps a caution not to waste your words of 

wisdom until you are sure it is not too late. 

 

 

Philadelphia.  

I had been tentatively accepted into the USMCR 

[United States Marine Corps Reserve]—no, I don’t mean 

USMC. When I signed up I was asked whether I wanted the 

regulars or the reserves, I asked, “What’s the difference?” I 

was informed that as a regular you were committed for four 

years, while reserves were committed for the duration. I 

opted for the reserves. I still had to go to Philadelphia for a 

complete physical examination before I could be sworn in. 

I had to wait a couple of weeks because the 

Philadelphia office was swamped with volunteers, so I 

probably would not go until after Christmas or New Year’s. This was a scary situation for me because everyone 

assumed I was a Marine and was inviting me to parties. All I could think of was what if I flunk the physical in 

Philadelphia? 

Sallyanne Rosen went to the same 

school as Fred, Bucknell Junior 

College in Wilkes-Barre. She 

recalls President Farley of 

Bucknell telling her class about 

Fred Balester. 
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Dear Mom ‘N Pop 

 I have successfully passed the 

examination as an applicant for 

enlistment in the UNITES STATES MARINE 

CORPS, and am leaving for Parris Island, 

South Carolina, where I  expect to be 

stationed for the next three month. 

 Address me at “Marine Barracks, 

Parris Island, South Carolina.” 

 Very truly yours, 

 Fred 

 

All my worries were soon calmed. The Marines in those 

days had a height limit of  6 ft 2 inches;  I stood about  1/2 inch 

over the mark. The guy measuring me said, “Scrunch down a 

little.” I scrunched and was officially now exactly six feet two. I 

was also quite thin at about 135lb. Their attitude was that they 

would put weight on me. I passed and was duly sworn in.  

 

Boot Camp, Parris Island, South Carolina, January 1942. Platoon 

# 180 

 I have heard many horror stories about boot camp, the 

harsh treatment, all night drills, scrubbing decks with 

toothbrushes, and physical abuse, but we must have had a 

guardian angel. Most platoons had two drill instructors and 

from what we could see, each tried to outdo the other in 

nastiness. Perhaps because of a shortage of nasty sergeants we 

only had one D.I., and he was an easy going old timer who only 

wanted to be able to get away each night to indulge in his 

favorite sport of coon hunting. We never inquired just what that 

entailed. 

He appointed one of our boots as his assistant, a boot 

with a couple of years of ROTC, and he did most of the drilling. 

Most of us, either as Boy Scouts or through high school physical 

training, were already familiar with close order drill, so we 

learned to march as Marines with little or no fuss. The manual 

of arms and rifle drills took a little time, but our boot D.I. was 

adept at these, and the instructors were always patient and I 

think therefore more effective than the ranting and raving we 

saw other platoons undergoing on the drill field. Our D.I. let us 

know he was boss, but he never hassled us, so we learned 

without any undue stress. 

When I say undue stress I don’t mean to say that it was 

stress-free. I am only drawing a comparison with the bad times 

some platoons had. After all we were learning to be Marines 

and that in itself causes enough stress. An incident took place 

involving a good friend and me that I can only explain by the 

fact that we were all wound up fairly tight. 

I had finished my chores, cleaning boots and gear, and 

had settled down on my bunk to do some reading. My friend, 

an American Indian from Philadelphia, who naturally was called 

“Chief” was feeling playful and every now and then he would hit 

the book I was reading to break my concentration. I found this extremely irritating and asked him to knock it 

off, he was disturbing me. He quit for a while, but couldn’t resist one more shot. I saw red and my reflexes got 

ahead of my brain. I picked up the bayonet I had just finished cleaning and lunged straight for his middle. He 

dropped like a log and for one terrible moment I thought I had killed him. Luckily, for both of us I had hit him 
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squarely on the belt buckle and just knocked the wind out of him. He got up, 

brushed himself off and said, “Balester, I’ll never bother you again while 

you’re reading.” 

The First Marine Division was being brought up to combat strength, 

so instead of the normal three months we were hustled through boot camp 

in about half that time. Instead of the normal two weeks at the firing range 

we spent only three days. The first day we practiced firing our Springfield 

bolt action rifles and learning how to operate the targets for other shooters. 

Even though we had been provided with shooting jackets that had padded 

shoulders, our shoulders were very sore from the recoil. There were also a 

goodly number of bloody noses and assorted facial bruises until we learned 

to lay our thumbs along the stock instead of across. The second day we fired 

for record, and, considering how little practice we had, we did quite well. 

On the third day we were marched to the pistol range. A group of us were marched up to the targets; 

someone placed a .45 caliber pistol in my hand and said “Load and fire at will. You are firing for record.” I 

placed the magazine into the grip, drew back the slide to load, and in the best tradition of the wild west 

pointed the pistol up in the air, drew it down on the target, and missed it completely. An irate gunnery 

sergeant bore down on me and demanded. “Boy, what ‘n hell d’ y’ all think yore doin’? This ain’t no wild west 

show.” 

When I informed the sergeant that I had never fired any kind of a pistol before, he was quite put out. It 

seems we had no right being there without at least a week’s preparation and practice. He gave me a quick 

two-minute course on the proper way to aim and fire a 1911 A1 cal.45pistol. He must have been quite 

effective because much to his surprise and mine, I qualified as a marksman in spite of a miss to start. 

Don’t get me wrong. Boot camp was not a lazy time. Discipline was tight, and we had to work hard on 

the drill field and in all areas. We couldn’t afford to make our easy going D.I. look bad and have him replaced 

by a petty tyrant who would give us grief just for kicks. We knew when we were well off.     

For example, one day I was in the guard room about noon, just finishing up a stint of guard duty. The music of 

the watch (bugler to you) was preparing to sound mess call. Having been a bugler in the Boy Scouts, I asked 

the field music to let me play the mess call. He agreed, and I managed to get through it without any major 

blunders. As luck would have it, my D.I. happened by at that moment. That afternoon he called me into his 

office to inform me that he was putting me in for assignment to music school. After failing to convince him 

that the man playing the bugle had not been me, I told him I did not want to be a field music and would refuse 

the assignment. The Sergeant informed me refusal would land me in the brig. I pointed out that I would be of 

little use to the corps in the brig. I never heard any more about music school. I was never sure. Was he really a 

nice guy, or was it just too much trouble? 

One Sunday when we had a little leisure someone in our platoon challenged another platoon to a pick 

up football game on the parade ground. We had no equipment except for a football, but it was decided to play 

regular tackle ball anyway. Since I was one of the lightweights, I was not to be in on the initial kickoff. I never 

did get to play because the kick off was the one and only play of the game. The two teams came together with 

such a bang of enthusiasm that one of the players had a leg broken. He graduated boot camp a few weeks 

late. 

Before we leave the lovely environs of Parris Island, S.C. for the sandy shores of Onslow County, North 

Carolina, there is one more story of boot camp I would like to relate. You understand that in the Marines a 

boot is the lowest form of life, so any little opportunity to make a statement as a person is welcomed. 
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One night about midnight I was walking a guard post around the barracks area. This post was just to 

give the boots an opportunity to practice staying awake, and of course no one would trust a lowly boot with 

ammunition for his rifle. I noticed someone who appeared to be an officer taking a shortcut between the 

buildings. To break the monotony, I issued the recommended challenge, “Halt!” The person looked around 

and seeing a boot sentry did not deign to stop. Although I had no ammo, as he no doubt assumed, I drew back 

the bolt and slammed it home as though chambering a round. That got his attention. When I inquired as to 

who went there he replied that he was a friend. When I invited him to advance and be recognized, it turned 

out he was a lieutenant. He didn’t look particularly friendly, so I sent him on his way. 

 

Tent City, New River, North Carolina, February, 1942. How I became a scout. 

 Sometime in February 1942 our platoon was broken up and shipped out to various destinations. Most 

of us ended up in New River, North Carolina assigned to the First Marine Division. We were ushered into a 

large building rather like a barn with a number of desks scattered about. An old sergeant barked at me 

something about what would I like to do or what outfit would I like to join. I replied (perhaps thinking of James 

Fennimore Cooper) that I would like to be a scout. He didn’t seem to know what to do with a request like that. 

After digging through a pile of papers he announced with apparent surprise that there was a Scout Company 

in need of some men. 

“Can you drive a truck?” 

“No.” 

“Can you ride a motorcycle?” 

“No.” 

“What the hell can you do?” 

“I can read a map.” 

“Good enough. You’re a scout.” 

The above conversation somewhat startled me because I had pictured scouting as one or two friends 

and perhaps a friendly native guide gliding through the trackless wilderness seeking out the enemy. I didn’t 

know why I should need to drive a truck or ride a motorcycle. I soon learned why, but in the end I was perhaps 

more right than they. 

Marc, perhaps a brief history of the Scout Company would be in order here.2 Originally it had been the 

first tank company and was equipped with small light two man tanks. There was a crew of two, a driver and a 

gunner. They both operated in a prone position; the armament was a .30 Cal. machine gun. There were two of 

these miniature tanks in storage at New River, and I had the opportunity to see them. They were tiny things, 

only about four or five feet tall. When the First Division received their light tanks that mounted a .37mm 

cannon and carried a crew of about four, a tank battalion was formed. It consisted of three companies of 

tanks. The old First tank company became Co. D Scout.3 

The Scout Company, as it was more commonly called, consisted of three platoons of armored cars, one 

platoon for each tank company. The headquarters, or 4th platoon, consisted of the Company Commander and 

his staff, the motor pool, motorcycle squad, cooks, etc. 

                                                 
2
  “The 1st Tank Company retained the Marmon-Harrington tanks and was reorganized and re-designated 1st Scout Company on 1 

Mar 41. It soon received M3A1 scout cars.” (Rottmann, G. L.. U.S. Marine Corps World War II Order of Battle: Ground and Air Units in 

the Pacific War, 1939-1945, NY: Greenwood Press, 2001: 231.) 
3
 See http://www.marineamphibians.com/amtanks.html for a picture of these vehicles. 
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The armored cars, or more commonly scout cars, were open-topped. A track ran around the inside of 

the car to allow their machine guns to be placed wherever they might be needed without dismounting the 

gun. Each car mounted a .50 cal Browning and two .30 cal water-cooled Browning machine guns. Each car 

could carry a squad of six to eight men and equipment.4 

Our quarters were rather primitive and February that year was cold and snowy in North Carolina. We 

lived in pyramid tents with wooden floors that accommodated six or eight cots. Each tent had one kerosene 

heater that seemed to give off more carbon than heat. However, we had plenty of blankets and warm 

clothing. The winter did not hang on too long, and by the middle of March spring was in full bloom.5 

Since machine guns figured so heavily in our armament, as soon as I was settled in I joined other 

newcomers in machine gun school. This was to run for several weeks for one or two hours each day. We had 

to be thoroughly familiar not only with the operation but also maintenance and field repairs. I have always 

been mechanically inclined and was able to pick up on these instructions rapidly. The instructor immediately 

recommended me for a promotion and within a week I became a P.F.C. The pay scale in those days was 

Private $21 per month; Private after 90 days, $30 per month; Private First class, $36 per month. This doesn’t 

sound like much, but since I made P.F.C. in less than three months, I went from $21 to $36 per month, an 

increase of 71%. Chesterfields at the PX were 60 cents per carton, beer at the slop chute 5 cents, Coke, a 

nickel. Clothing, room, and board were free. 

Marines were paid in cash twice a month. Any deductions were taken out of the first pay. Since I was 

paying about $6 a month for my $10,000 GI life insurance, my first pay of each month was $10.50 less $6 left 

about $4 and change for the first two weeks of each month. The second period was a little better. When there 

were no deductions, I had $10 for the next half of the month. I had come up with one method of coping with 

this problem. In my flush period, I would buy three cartons of Chesterfields to see me through that half of the 

month. Total outlay for cigarettes was $1.80. During my low cash period of the month, I would buy Bugler 

Tobacco and roll my own at about half the cost of tailor-mades. My raise to $36 instead of $30 was most 

welcome. 

One unpleasant experience did mar my first couple of weeks. I was summoned to the medical office 

and informed that my medical record did not show that I had received my series of shots. The yellow fever 

shot was particularly painful. I protested that I had the full course in boot camp. The medical officer informed 

me that it did not appear on my medical record, so I bowed to the inevitable and took the series for the 

second time in less than three months.   

I soon found out some of the advantages of being in a mechanized scout unit as opposed to being an 

infantry scout. We had plenty of physical training such as drill, calisthenics, and running various obstacle 

courses, but on maneuvers while the infantry usually walked we rode in comparative comfort. A lot of our 

maneuvers took us out on the beautiful beaches of North Carolina where we would camp out for a night or 

two. The captain was always able to put one or two scout cars on detached duty collecting oysters from just 

off shore. An evening campfire and oyster roast were welcome highlights. 

We had a young first lieutenant in our platoon who was from Texas and liked to be called Tex, and 

since he was an easygoing and likable chap we obliged.  Tex was given to flights of fancy, and when he got a 

                                                 
4
 Melson, C.D. Marine Recon 1940-1990, page 3, mentions the training of the First Scouts in N.C, with the M3 armored cars (Osprey, 

1994).  
5
 “Tent city was just that. The winter there . . . was bitterly and inescapably cold. . . each tent was furnished with a kerosene stove, a 

smelly, ornery, and often dangerous contraption. . . . There were wooden decks for the tents, but cracks were wide and unsealed. 

Many men stuffed newspapers, magazines, and comic books into these chilly vents.” George McMillan (The Old Breed, Infantry 

Journal Press, 1949), 9. 
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brainstorm he did not overconcern himself with practicalities. His schemes were usually quite hare-brained, 

and we often had difficulty dissuading him from taking them to the captain. I mentioned the sandy beaches of 

North Carolina. Well, six-ton armored scout cars and sandy soil are not good mixers when you hit a soft spot. A 

great deal of effort was required to free a car stuck in the sand. One day Tex confided in me and a couple of 

others that he had a solution for this problem.  He reckoned that we could assign a horse to each scout car, 

and if they became bogged down the horse could pull them out again. We pointed out the most obvious flaws: 

a) There was no room inside of the scout car to carry the horse, and if we tied him to the back of the car he 

might have trouble keeping up as we drove down the highway at 40 miles per hour; b) Even if we solved that 

problem a horse or horses would find it extremely difficult to pull a six-ton scout car out of a sand hole.6 

I often wondered if our arguments ever persuaded Tex to keep that idea to himself.  Probably not. He 

came up with other schemes equally preposterous, but that comes later. 

The name of our company was changed sometime during our sojourn in New River, from Co. D Scouts 

to the First Scout Company, and we got a glimpse of the future when we were occasionally sent off in small 

groups for training and obstacle course running with the raiders and the paratroopers. We also had training 

from the engineers in handling explosives; and of course there were many parades and drills to keep up the 

true Marine Corps tradition of spit and polish. 

Speaking of spit and polish reminds me that we had one chore in boot camp that I thought would 

never work, but a lot of spit and polish did the job. When we arrived in boot camp one of the first things was 

to get us to the Quartermaster to receive some uniforms. We were supposed to be issued a pair of dress shoes 

as well as a pair of rough finished boondockers (as the everyday marching and garbage detail footwear was 

called). The Quartermaster was out of dress shoes, but the Corps had a remedy for that. We were issued two 

pair of the rough leather boondockers and a supply of Kiwi polish in the appropriate shade for dress shoes. We 

were told to polish one pair of boondockers until they shone like a brand new pair of dress shoes. Lo and 

behold, after about a solid week of rubbing and buffing they had the color and sheen of dress shoes, if not the 

exact configuration. At New River I finally got a proper pair of dress shoes.  

The shirts I was issued were the right size and well made, but they didn’t seem to fit as nicely as the 

shirts my fellow Marines were wearing. I asked why this was and discovered that whenever they received new 

shirts they immediately had them tailored to fit. The cost was minimal, and it did make a difference. I soon 

followed suit. 

One of the unique duties we enjoyed was acting as an escort for the First Division paymaster. Since we 

were paid twice a month in cash, there was quite a bundle of green stuff to be handled each pay day, and the 

paymaster had to travel some 40 or 50 miles to a bank that could handle such a cash transaction.    

Twice each month the Scout Company furnished two scout cars as escort for the paymaster, and the 

three platoons took turns furnishing this escort. Any break in routine was welcome, and secretly we hoped 

that some gang would be idiotic enough to try a heist. We would pull up beside the bank (I believe it was in 

New Bern) with the paymaster’s station wagon and two escort cars sandwiched between the two scout cars. 

The three machine guns in each car were loaded and manned. Two Marines armed with Tommy guns would 

go to each end of the street and stop all pedestrian traffic. The Paymaster and his bodyguards would go into 

the bank and pick up the payroll and return. Everyone would be back in their cars in a very few minutes and 

the whole cavalcade would roar back to camp. 

                                                 
6
  See Melson, C. D. Marine Recon 1940 -90, page 5, for more on scout cars and the history of the scouts (Osprey, 1994). 
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A couple of months after my first brush with the 

mysteries of the Navy Medical Corps, I was once again 

summoned to the company sick bay. A Navy corpsman 

informed me that I had never received my round of 

prescribed shots, and they would have to be administered 

forthwith. I demurred, on the grounds that having already 

undergone two series of said injections, I would have to 

pass up a third. A doctor masquerading as a Navy 

lieutenant was summoned, and after listening to our 

stories asked to examine my record. It seems that my 

record was missing. He decreed that in that case a round of 

shots would have to be administered, which I politely 

refused. The doctor then posing as a naval officer issued a 

direct order, which I again refused. At this point the 

lieutenant said “We’ll have to see what the Colonel has to 

say about this.” I remarked that at the same time perhaps 

he could explain to the Colonel why my medical records 

had twice disappeared from their files. This gave him 

pause. He evidently did not relish bothering the Colonel 

with such petty details. I heard no more about the matter, 

so it seems my records were satisfactorily adjusted.  

The things that stick in memory are often small, 

unimportant things that strike one as particularly 

humorous or dramatic. In the spring of 1942 we knew that 

we would soon be heading out, and we presumed it would 

be the Pacific theater because we were the only troops 

anywhere near ready who had any amphibious capability. I 

knew that I would have to get back to Wilkes-Barre at least 

once to greet my family and friends before shipping out. It 

was only possible to get a 72-hour-pass; no longer leaves 

were permitted. With luck and the best possible train and 

bus connections I could get back to Wilkes-Barre, spend 24 

hours or so, and get back to camp within the allotted time. 

Anyway, I had to try. 

Back then, most people tended to think of a Marine as one splendidly attired in dress blues complete 

with white hat, brass buttons, and white gloves. Not in the Fleet Marine Force.7 Our winter uniform was a dull 

forest green with dull black buttons and insignia. Our summer uniform was khaki, very like the Army summer 

dress. Since it was warm in North Carolina, khaki was the uniform of the day that spring. Decked out in my 

summer uniform I was off on my journey. First stop would be to change trains in Washington.8   

                                                 
7
 Fleet Marine force is the Navy plus the Marines. 

8 From Henry Shaw, “First Offense: The Marine Campaign for Guadalcanal”:  “Approved . . . November 1941, this new uniform was 

made of sage-green . . . herring-bone twill cotton. . . . The two-piece uniform consisted of a coat (often referred to as a ‘jacket’ by 

P. F.C. Fred J. Balester, Jr. in April of 

1942 on leave .He is standing in front 

of his home at 91 Dagobert Street in 

Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania.  
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On the platform in Washington, as I was waiting for a train to Philadelphia, I was accosted by an Army 

M.P. “TUCK THAT TIE IN SOLDIER!” As you may know Marc, in the 

Marines it is not a tie but a field scarf, and in the Marines it is 

supposed to flap freely in the breeze. I did not feel it was my duty to 

educate this dolt in the different customs of the two branches of 

service, or to inform him that I was not a member of the Army. I 

looked him in the eye and quietly replied, “No.”  

He was momentarily taken aback, but soon recovered and 

demanded in a very loud voice that I comply with his order. Once again 

I responded in the negative, but perhaps a bit more firmly. This only 

seemed to infuriate him, and he began to threaten me with all kinds of 

dire consequences if I did not comply with his order at once. All this 

commotion did not go unnoticed. An army officer stopped and asked 

the M.P. what the problem was. He spluttered, “This man refuses to 

tuck his tie in.” The officer gave the M.P. a withering look and said, 

“Look at the emblem on his cap. He’s a Marine. They don’t tuck their 

ties in.” The officer and the M.P. both exited stage right, and I felt a 

warm glow of satisfaction. I’m sure ever after whenever that M.P. saw 

the globe and anchor, he knew it was a Marine. 

Memory is funny. That is the only clear recollection I have of that weekend. I know I was treated 

royally by my family and friends. I know I had a studio portrait taken because among our possessions is a 

portrait of me taken in Wilkes-Barre and wearing my summer uniform. It looks like a 14-year-old dressed up as 

a Marine. I know I got back to my base in time because I didn’t end up in the brig.  

I had one other small problem in my early days in the Scout Company. Our Company runner was also 

the field music. I am sure this is quite the usual arrangement. For some reason he and the first sergeant were 

having problems, and the sergeant fired him as company runner. Sgt. Treadwell summoned me to the 

company office and told me I was the new company runner. I had nothing against the sergeant. He was an old 

timer and as far as I knew a fine top kick, but I had no desire to be stuck in the company office, so I told him I 

appreciated the offer, but I would rather stay in the 1st platoon.  

The sergeant seemed to take this as a personal affront and said he would have to discuss this with the 

Captain. Captain Buse was a fine officer and a graduate of Annapolis. In fact he was to be shortly 

commissioned a Major and appointed to the general staff. I heard the sergeant tell the captain that I did not 

wish to be the company runner. I also heard the captain respond that he should ask me to try it for a week, 

and if I still didn’t want to be the company runner, I could return to my platoon. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Marines) and trousers. In 1943, a cap made of the same material would be issued. The loose-fitting coat was closed down the front 

by four two-piece riveted bronze-finished steel buttons, each bearing the words ‘U.S. MARINE CORPS’ in relief. The cuffs were closed 

by similar buttons. Two large patch pockets were sewn on the front skirts of the jacket and a single patch pocket was stitched to the 

left breast. This pocket had the Marine Corps eagle, globe, and anchor insignia and the letters "USMC" stenciled on it in black ink. 

The trousers, worn with and without the khaki canvas leggings, had two slashed front pockets and two rear patch pockets. The new 

uniform was issued to the flood of new recruits crowding the recruit depots in the early months of 1942 and was first worn in 

combat during the landings on Guadalcanal in August 1942.” 
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I agreed to try it for a week, but I told the sergeant the only shoes I would clean were my own. Funny. 

Except that I went daily to collect the company mail and hold mail call I don’t remember doing anything else 

except to run some messages on rare occasions. It was very dull. At the end of the week I reported to the 

sergeant that I did not like the work and reminded him of the captain’s promise to return me to the 1st 

platoon. The sergeant grumbled but kept his word. Apparently no one else could be persuaded to take the job, 

so our bugler was reinstated, much to the disgust of the top kick. 

We knew that our time in the States was growing short when the Quartermaster ordered us to turn in 

our WW1 style tin hats, and we received brand new steel chapeaux. 

We were quite intrigued by the fact that the liner could be pulled away from the helmet and used as a sun 

helmet. We discovered later that the helmet sans liner could be used as a water pail. We also found at a later 

time that a helmet full of water left in the tropical sun made a fine wash basin.  

We would soon be saying goodbye to the beautiful beaches, the oyster roasts, and the Onslow County 

News, the newspaper that proudly claimed to be “The only newspaper in the world that gives a damn about 

Onslow County.” 

Within a short time the company was split up into platoons and assigned to various regiments. The 1st 

platoon was taken to the train station and sent off with the First Marines to San Francisco to board ship for 

parts unknown. The train trip across country took five or six days and was really quite a pleasant journey. I 

don’t recall the sleeping arrangements, but I suppose we slept in our seats. Since I used to fall asleep in the 

steel bucket seats of scout cars while on maneuvers, I had no complaint. The days passed pleasantly with good 

companions, lots of variable scenery, and excellent food. The train was a regular passenger train with dining 

cars and regular dining car chefs. In those days the railroads boasted some of the country’s finest chefs, and 

although the menu was set, the food was great. Certainly beat any GI chow.      

 

San Francisco─My favorite American city 

We weren’t there for very long, but it doesn’t take long to fall for Frisco. I did have a momentary shock 

while marching down the dock to board ship. There were posters everywhere proclaiming that you could learn 

to fly at eighteen with a high school education. This just eight months after I had been turned down as too 

young. The twinge lasted only a moment. I was a MARINE serving in the senior service with fine comrades. I 

felt good.  

We were quartered aboard ship and would be sailing in a few days. In those few days we had a lot of 

liberty, probably to get us out of the way while the ship was preparing to sail. We rode the cable cars and 

visited the famous Fisherman’s Wharf. We sampled the fine Chinese cooking in Chinatown, but the 

international settlement was off limits. We had just enough of a look to make us all want to come back some 

day. 

The M.S. John Ericsson─formerly the Swedish luxury liner “Kungsholm”
9
 

We soon learned that the conversion to a troop ship had erased any semblance of luxury. Sleeping 

quarters were tight, the bunks were stacked in tiers about six high, and they were so close together that it was 

almost impossible to turn over. There were no mattresses of any type. During the day the bunks were 

swiveled up to provide a little room to maneuver. The ship was so crowded that the troops could only be 

                                                 
9
 The ship, in NY Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941, was confiscated from the Swedish American line, renamed, and used throughout the war to 

transport troops. She later became the Italia (http://www.theshipslist.com/ships/descriptions/ShipsI-J.html). 



11 

 

served two meals per day. At first many of us were so seasick we didn’t care, but after a few days we were 

healthy and hungry.10  

We were headed for New Zealand where we were scheduled to spend several months training for our 

next assignment. Since the Ericson was a fast ship, we were traveling alone without armed escort. Maybe the 

navy was certain we could outrun the 

Japanese navy and submarines, but we had some lingering doubts.11 

In spite of these drawbacks, the novelty of life at sea made up for the inconvenience. There were the 

usual calisthenics, weapons drills, abandon ship, and other drills and lectures to take up some time. Evenings 

brought out the dice and card games. I never cared much for poker, but often it is the only card game in town. 

One night we had played for several hours. I was bored and tired and wanted to turn in, but since I had been 

unusually lucky everyone wanted a chance to get even. So to cooperate and get rid of my ill gotten gains, I 

began to bet with reckless abandon. I raised with poor hands, I drew to inside straights, I drew two cards to 

complete flushes, but I couldn’t lose. There were plenty of kibitzers and several watching my play when the 

final blow was struck. It was draw poker and you could draw up to three cards. I was dealt a king, a pair of 

jacks, a deuce, and a trey. I opened with the jacks, discarded the jacks and the king, keeping the deuce and the 

trey. I drew two treys and a deuce making a full house and another winning hand. When the kibitzers told 

what had transpired, the other players threw me out of the game, and I went happily off to bed with my 

winnings.   

We reached New Zealand in July, after a fast, 20-day voyage. We awoke as we were entering the most 

beautiful harbor imaginable. The open sea behind us was a deep blue in the sunshine, the harbor we were 

entering was a brilliant emerald green, and the mountains in the background, bright purple. Beautiful white 

clouds against a bright blue sky and Wellington nestled at the foot of the mountains completed the marvelous 

view. 

The plans had obviously changed. Instead of disembarking and marching off to a prepared campsite we 

were told to remain aboard ship. We would have to unload everything from the Ericson and then combat load 

the troop transports which were standing by. We had about ten days to complete the task, and then we would 

be off to a destination which would be revealed to us when we were out to sea. 

The reason we were to unload and load the ships ourselves (or so the scuttlebutt has it) was that the 

New Zealand dock workers were on strike. The rumor also went that the union would not permit the Marines 

to do the job themselves. General Vandergrift is said to have politely asked how they intended to stop us. It 

seems they did not have an answer to that. 

Since there was a lot of Marine Corps labor as well as U.S. Navy personnel available, the work was 

divided so that we had a considerable amount of free time to get acquainted with city and of course with the 

people of the town, with a particular emphasis on the young ladies. The city was very charming, and the 

people quite nice. I had a couple of dates in the short time we were there, but we were not in the city long 

enough to get well acquainted with the city or the people. 

We did make one very nice discovery─tea with milk and delicious meat pies. The Salvation Army 

maintained a canteen on the dock where these were served at all hours and at bargain prices. Tea was one 

                                                 
10

 Most of the men traveled in the Wakefield or the Ericsson, the latter being for the rear echelon. Other ships carried the bulk of the 

equipment” George McMillan (The Old Breed, Infantry Journal Press, 1949), 16. 
11

 The U. S. was still unprepared for war: “In the spring of 1942, 15000, trained and disciplined Marines meant just about the only 

ready striking force the nation possessed” George McMillan (The Old Breed, Infantry Journal Press, 1949), 14. 

 



 

penny and meat pies two pennies (pronounced tuppence)

five cents in our money. 

There was somewhat of a language barrier. Both Australians and New  

Americans. I had read quite a bit about this

Marine (we used to call him Tiger), who looked about 14 but claimed to be 18

was wrong with New Zealand girls. He told me that he had met a girl on the tram (streetcar) who seemed to 

be about his age and asked her for a date. She said she would like to

she was knocked up. Tiger was visibly upset because she 

when I explained to him that in New Zealand and Australia “knocked up “ meant very tired, not pregnant. 

We managed to have Tiger transferred to the headquart

to keep him out of trouble while they tried to check to see if he later Tiger was still with us, so I guess he had 

passed muster. 

We finally got the Ericson unloaded and the transports combat loaded. We were a

“McCawley” known to the old timers as the “Wacky Mac.”

find out.  

  

 

 

 

We left New Zealand much too soon to suit us. We had been looking forward to a couple of months of 

training before we set out to do battle. A

months of liberty in that lovely country and a real chance to get acquainted. Oh well, nobody promised us a 

luxury cruise. 
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 For more on the McCawley, and a photo, see the 

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/APA/APA

and 18,146 enlisted men. George McMillan (The Old 

 

pennies (pronounced tuppence); three pence for both was the equivalent of about 

rier. Both Australians and New  Zealanders use a lot of slang, as do 

had read quite a bit about this, so I had little trouble picking up the local idiom. One young 

who looked about 14 but claimed to be 18, came to me and asked me what 

was wrong with New Zealand girls. He told me that he had met a girl on the tram (streetcar) who seemed to 

be about his age and asked her for a date. She said she would like to, but she couldn’t go that night because 

ked up. Tiger was visibly upset because she seemed like such a nice girl. He was greatly relieved 

when I explained to him that in New Zealand and Australia “knocked up “ meant very tired, not pregnant. 

We managed to have Tiger transferred to the headquarters platoon, which was to stay in New Zealand, 

to keep him out of trouble while they tried to check to see if he later Tiger was still with us, so I guess he had 

We finally got the Ericson unloaded and the transports combat loaded. We were a

“McCawley” known to the old timers as the “Wacky Mac.”12 What had earned it this app

We left New Zealand much too soon to suit us. We had been looking forward to a couple of months of 

t out to do battle. Actually what we were really looking forward to was a couple of 

months of liberty in that lovely country and a real chance to get acquainted. Oh well, nobody promised us a 

awley, and a photo, see the Dictionary of Naval Fighting Ships. Photo above is from 

http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USN/ships/APA/APA-4_McCawley.html. The McCawley was part of a convoy which carried 956 officers 

The Old Breed, Infantry Journal Press, 1949), 23. 
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 See http://history.sandiego.edu/gen/WW2timeline/Pacific04.html
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 It was Koko Island in the Fijis. George McMillan (

  

Higgens boat from 1942 

 

http://history.sandiego.edu/gen/WW2timelin

e/Pacific04.html 
 

 

According to Joe Darby (“D-Day Destination,” 

Times-Picayune, June 21, 2004) “The LCP(L) 

has no ramp. Troops had to jump over the 

sides into the surf, a tricky maneuver when 

the soldiers are loaded down with fighting 

equipment. Thirty troops could jam 

themselves into the boat, which could 

approach a beach at a maximum of about 14 

mph.” This boat was at Guadalcanal in 1942 

(http://www.nationalww2museum.org/about

/news_062104.html). 
 

. 

When we were well out to sea the secret 

was revealed. The Japanese had almost completed 

an airfield on an island called Guadalcanal in the 

British Solomon Islands (wherever the hell that 

was). This was to be the first land offensive against 

the Japanese, and we felt we were ready. 

almost ready.13  

First we had to stop at an island, I don’t 

know the name of it,14 and we never got close 

enough for a good look. This was just to

practice getting their Higgens boats and tank 

lighters into the water and into formation to get the 

Marines ashore with the least possible fuss. 

Meanwhile the Marines were in a last minute check 

mode. We cleaned our weapons, checked and 

rechecked all of our equipment, and offered up 

many a silent prayer.    

 

 

 

 

 

    

On the McCawley, en route to Guadalcanal in 1943. From left: 

Gen Vandegrift; LtCol Gerald C. Thomas, operations officer; 

LtCol Randolph McC. Pate, logistics officer; LtCol Frank G. 

Goettge, intelligence officer; and Col William Capers James, 

chief of staff. Source: 

www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USMC/USMC

 

http://history.sandiego.edu/gen/WW2timeline/Pacific04.html for more Guadalcanal history, maps, and photos.

Fijis. George McMillan (The Old Breed, Infantry Journal Press, 1949), 21. 
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an airfield on an island called Guadalcanal in the 
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On the McCawley, en route to Guadalcanal in 1943. From left: 

Gen Vandegrift; LtCol Gerald C. Thomas, operations officer; 

Pate, logistics officer; LtCol Frank G. 

Goettge, intelligence officer; and Col William Capers James, 
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