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Guadalcanal, August 7, 1942 

With the help of cloudy skies our little flotilla of nineteen had slipped into position without being 

detected and at daybreak the warships and planes began pounding the enemy positions on Guadalcanal, 

Tulagi, Gavutu, and Florida Island. Marines were scrambling down cargo nets and into Higgins boats and tank 

lighters ready to hit the beach.  

         http://www.gnt.net/~jrube/guadpics/pic1.htm 

 

Since our Scout Platoon had no specific role in the initial assault, we were to stay aboard as a work 

party and help unload the ship. And work we did. All of this stuff was urgently needed ashore and the sound of 

bombs kept us moving. The Japanese had managed to signal their base at Rabaul on New Britain Island, and 

within a few hours the first of many air raids was under way.
1
  

 

                                                 
1
 For another account of this day, see the Army brochure, “Guadalcanal.” The First Marines were part of a much larger plan, of 

course: “Tactical command of the invasion force approaching Guadalcanal in early August was vested in Vice Admiral Frank J. 

Fletcher as Expeditionary Force Commander (Task Force 61). His force consisted of the amphibious shipping carrying the 1st Marine 

Division, under Rear Admiral Richmond K. Turner, and the Air Support Force led by Rear Admiral Leigh Noyes. Admiral Ghormley 

contributed land-based air forces commanded by Rear Admiral John S. McCain. Fletcher's support force consisted of three fleet 

carriers, the Saratoga (CV-3), Enterprise (CV-6), and Wasp (CV-7); the battleship North Carolina (BB-55), 6 cruisers, 16 destroyers, 

and 3 oilers. Admiral Turner's covering force included five cruisers and nine destroyers” (Henry Shaw, Jr, “First Offensive: The Marine 

Campaign for Guadalcanal). 
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http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Image:M2A4-Guadalcanal.jpg 

 

Condition Red was sounded, and all ships upped anchor to begin evasive action. Anyone not assigned 

to a station was supposed to report to the galley and stand by. I happened to be standing on the fantail when 

Condition Red sounded. As I turned to go to the galley, a sailor stopped me. “Hey Mac, do you know how to 

load this thing?” he asked indicating the twin .50 caliber anti-aircraft machine gun that stood near me. I 

replied that I could, but first I wanted to know who the gunner was. He informed me that he was the gunner, 

but the guns had just been installed in New Zealand, and he hadn’t had any instruction in their use as yet. 

I loaded the guns for him and suggested that since he had never fired a machine gun he should let me 

demonstrate, but no way. He was determined to do the shooting himself even though he had no anti-aircraft 

experience. Just then a Jap airplane came flying alongside about 50 yards out. The rear gunner was trying to 

rake us from stern to bow. Our intrepid gunner was pointing his gun at the Jap without leading him, and his 

tracers showed the bullets were about fifty yards behind the plane. To make matters worse, he forgot to 

release the trigger as he tried to track the plane and punched a number of holes in our own bulkhead. I went 

to the galley at this point and left him to his own devices. 

The following day after a few more air raids, we had the ship unloaded and prepared to join in the 

fierce fighting ashore. We climbed down a cargo net with all of our gear and into a tank lighter.
2
 As we 

approached the beach we were told to fix bayonets and hit the beach running. We fixed bayonets and charged 

                                                 
2
 A tank lighter is an LCT, or Landing Craft, Tank. They were manned by the Coast Guard. (http://ww2lct.org/). 
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out as directed, but came up short. There strung out along the beach were hundreds of Marines lolling about 

eating coconuts. We asked about casualties and were told that the only casualty was a yardbird
3
 who cut his 

hand opening a coconut with a machete. 

The attack had taken the Japanese completely by surprise, and the whole enemy force had lit out for 

the hills when the bombardment started, abandoning all their supplies. The landing on Guadalcanal had been 

completely unopposed. The Raiders and Paratroops who were landing on Tulagi and Gavutu did not have that 

kind of luck. They were meeting stiff resistance and taking casualties. 

 

A change of duty. 

After having trained as mechanized scouts to be the eyes and ears of the tank battalion, we suddenly 

found ourselves assuming a different role. Our scout cars had been left behind in New Zealand with the  

 

 

 

headquarters platoon, and the scout platoons found themselves attached to the line regiments. Our platoon, 

the first, was attached to the First Marines. The second platoon was attached to the Fifth Marines, and the 

third platoon, to the Seventh Marines. Our duties were not precisely defined, and I suspect that no one had a 

clear idea of what our duties would be, since each line company had their own scouts as did each R2. (The 

number 2 designated the intelligence section of a unit; R2 meant Regimental Intelligence, although some 

people claim that is an oxymoron.) 

                                                 
3
 Either an inept enlisted man, or one who is doing menial labor as a punishment. 

AP photo of the Marines coming ashore 

www.amvets.org/.../mag_fall2005_art4_01.jpg 

 



19 

 

 The division was bivouacked in the Lever Brothers (Palmolive) coconut plantation around the partially 

completed airfield, and we were allotted a small area  

 

 

 

 

 

between the First and the Fifth Marines.
4
 We were told to dig in and prepare for a counter attack. We were 

pretty tired by this time, and as I recall had eaten only C rations that day. Perhaps a description of C rations as 

they existed at that time would be in order. There were three choices packed in cans about the size of a can of 

condensed soup. There was meat and beans, meat and vegetable stew, and hash. They all tasted about the 

same. It is impossible to believe just how bad they tasted without having lived on them for a week or so. A few 

days on this diet and facing another can of this stuff will make almost anyone sick. I have seen men on the 

verge of starvation gag at the thought of more C rations. When we had to live on captured rice and oatmeal 

for several weeks it was monotonous, but one could always eat it without gagging. At any rate between the 

cold C rations and the strain of the day’s activity, most of us dug a slit trench barely a foot deep, wrapped up 

in our ponchos, and laid down beside our slit trench to try and get some sleep. 

The password that night was “hallelujah” on the theory that Japanese could not pronounce the letter 

“l.”
5
 We were never quite sure what happened, but apparently a Jap light machine gunner decided we didn’t 

need any sleep that night and crept close enough to send a few bursts towards the Fifth Marines, who took 

umbrage at this and started firing back in the general direction of where they thought the “Jap” might be. 

Some of their fire fell into the area of the First Marines, who naturally returned fire. 

Of course, everyone thought they were firing at the enemy except us. We were caught in the middle, 

and the tracer bullets were flying just a few feet off the ground in sufficient numbers to make us seek the 

shelter of our recently dug foxholes. In an effort to quell this pseudo engagement, we began to shout the 

                                                 
4
 This area was shared by the raiders and is described in The Do or Die Men (Simon and Schuster, 2003, p. 185) as preferable to 

“setting up camp in the jungle.” 
5
 Sgt. George Dennis, 2

nd
 platoon, D Co, First Marines, recalls the same password for that night, Aug. 10 

(http://guadalcanal2.homestead.com/Diary.html). He didn’t get any sleep either, 

http://www.daveswarbirds.com/guadalcanal/frames.htm 

Source: Guadalcanal Island Ordeal by Graeme Kent 
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password as loudly as we could. The result was an extended chorus of “hallelujahs” that would have been a 

credit to any prayer meeting. A few of us could not resist the temptation to throw in a few fervent “Amens” 

and “Praise the Lords” to add a little flavor to the situation. 

After a time (it was probably not as long as it seemed) the shooting died down, and there were no 

further disturbances that night. As far as I know there were no casualties for the ammunition expended 

although one of our men discovered a bullet hole in the poncho he had been lying on before he dove into his 

foxhole. This incident did point out that in a foxhole or slit trench 10 or 12 inches deep you feel pretty damn 

exposed. The holes all went down another two or three feet with no grumbling about the hard work. In fact it 

looked as though a couple of the men might hit water. 

The first week or so I don’t recall that we had much to occupy us except to try and make our area more 

livable.
6
 Henderson field, as the airstrip had been named, was not yet operable, but the engineers with a few 

pieces of captured Japanese equipment were making good progress. Our own heavy equipment did not get 

unloaded before Admiral Ghormley chickened out. The Japanese were bombing us on a daily basis, and since 

we had no air cover, the engineers were kept busy filling up holes in the runway, and we were kept busy 

dodging miscellaneous antipersonnel bombs that were dropped to remind us that they were not pleased by 

our presence. These were small bombs, about 50 pounders that were probably serrated to produce a shrapnel 

effect. They would detonate a foot or so off the ground and clear the earth of vegetation in about a fifty yard 

circle. We dubbed them daisy cutters. They were a nasty piece of armament. 

We spent some of this time building our own private bomb shelter, actually a rather large hole in the 

ground covered with earth supported by coconut logs. I only used it once. It would never survive a direct hit 

and a near miss would in all probability bury everyone under a heap of coconut logs and dirt. I felt safer in an 

individual fox hole, and I had long since learned to put up with the rain. 

Each night the Japs would send over a lone bomber, which we dubbed Washing Machine Charlie 

because of the sound of his engine, to circle the area for a couple of hours, dropping an occasional bomb to 

keep everyone awake. Most of the platoon would rush to the bomb shelter and spend several hours sitting in 

there until the plane finally went back to Rabaul. I opted to stay in my own foxhole. I guess one can become 

accustomed to anything. I would sleep through the whole performance, but if there was the least unusual 

sound I would come wide awake. A few of my fellow scouts would get quite angry because I would not use the 

bomb shelter and would sleep through Washing Machine Charlie’s excursions. It was my choice, and I couldn’t 

understand their attitude. Perhaps they were jealous because I was sleeping while they worried, but as I 

pointed out, my foxhole was a much smaller target than the bomb shelter, and they were free to make the 

same decision. 

Food was becoming a problem. The Navy (more accurately Admiral Ghormley) was unwilling to risk 

ships, particularly carriers, to support the Marines. Ghormley had cut short the unloading and ordered all ships 

out of the area on the second day of the initial landing. Many of the ships had not landed all their cargo, and 

we were very short of food and medical supplies as well as heavy artillery to stave off naval shelling and also 

the aforementioned heavy equipment to finish the landing strip. Ghormley saved his ships by refusing to meet 

the enemy and came within a whisker of losing a reinforced division of Marines as well as New Guinea, 

Australia, and the whole southwest Pacific. 

                                                 
6
 For an account of life there in September of that year see the New York Times article by F. Tillman Durdin, “Life on Guadalcanal” 

(reprinted at http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,773661,00.html). 
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Fortunately the Japanese had not had time to carry off or destroy their supply dumps because of the 

suddenness of our attack, and we had captured a good quantity of food. There was even some beer and sake, 

and we managed to get a little of this. The beer was Asahi, and it was excellent. The sake tasted a little strange 

to our palates, but we enjoyed it. One bottle of beer each and a taste of sake just about exhausted the supply. 

My wife and I both enjoy an occasional Japanese meal and usually have a bottle of Asahi beer, which my wife 

also enjoys. 

In a week or so we had exhausted most of the food we had managed to bring ashore and we were 

forced to rely on the supplies we had received courtesy of the Japanese Imperial Forces. These were being 

rationed very carefully because we did not know when we might receive more supplies. We were to have two 

meals per day. For breakfast we would have oatmeal and for the evening meal, rice. Lunch would only be for 

those on active patrol duty and that would consist of a small piece of chocolate from a D ration bar, if any was 

available. Once or twice we had some canned  mandarin oranges and a couple of times some canned seaweed 

and some canned tiny whole fish an inch or two long which smelled and tasted terrible; but we ate it. 

Of course, there was plenty of coconut since we were bivouacked in an enormous coconut plantation. 

There were thousands of coconut trees in all stages of ripeness. I had always been fond of coconut candy, my 

mother’s coconut pie, and the occasional fresh coconut my mother would buy at the market, but after a diet 

of ripe coconut, green coconut, and the soda pop of the islands, coconut juice, I became heartily sick of 

coconut. It was 15 or 20 years after I was out of the service before I could face coconut in any form, in spite of 

the fact that it was probably coconut that saved us from actual starvation. 

We did suffer one tragedy with our food supply. Besides our ration of rice and oatmeal we had 

“acquired” a large sack of sugar which helped add a little flavor to our diet. We kept these edibles in our 

kitchen, a piece of canvas strung between four coconut trees. One night one of our radiomen was on guard 

and sitting in our kitchen to keep dry. Of course, we were all a little jumpy from the frequent bombings and 

occasional incursions by small parties of Japanese infiltrating the lines. Along about one or two in the morning 

Selbert heard a noise. In the darkness he could just make out the form of a Jap snaking along into the galley. 

We were under strict orders not to shoot and give away our positions, so Selbert charged and repeatedly 

slashed and stabbed that Jap until he was sure the Jap was dead. 

That morning we discovered our precious sugar all over the ground. Selbert had torn that “Jap” to bits, 

and ants from all over the island were having a field day. Not one word of reproach was said to Selbert. 

Perhaps each of us was wondering if we would have the courage to charge an enemy soldier with a bayonet in 

the dark. After that we ate our oatmeal almost plain. I say almost plain because just about that time one of 

our guys was toying with his breakfast and made an interesting discovery. “Hey! This oatmeal is full of little 

white worms.” From another quarter, “Oh boy, protein!” So we all dug in. It was that or nothing, and it tasted 

no worse or no better than it had before the discovery of this added ingredient. 

A few nights later we were taken out and placed in a line about a hundred yards in front of the 2nd 

Battalion of the First Marines. There was suspected enemy in this area, and they wanted us to find out what it 

was. We were deployed after dark so that we would not be seen if there were any enemy observers about. 

Because in the preceding time there had been a lot of shooting at noises and shadows, an order had been 

handed down that no weapons were to be discharged. Bayonets only! If you fired you had better produce the 

body of a Jap soldier to justify the shooting.  

We assumed  that the 3rd battalion had been notified that there was a platoon of scouts a hundred 

yards out from their lines, but we were somewhat concerned by the fact that there were always a few 

yardbirds who would never get the word. If we did to get into a fire fight with some Jap infiltrators, we didn’t 

want some trigger happy Marines shooting blindly in our direction. 



22 

 

So there we were in groups of three about 25 yards apart. One of us was to stay awake while the other 

two got what sleep they could. Two of us had rifles with fixed bayonets and the third man had a Tommy gun, 

which of course cannot accept a bayonet. The field to our front was grass about knee high. There was a little 

light from the moon, but we could only see a few feet, and that not very clearly.    

Suddenly we heard sporadic rustling noises to our front. They would stop and start, and we were sure 

it was one or more Japs trying to scout our positions. When the sounds seemed to be just a few feet to our 

front we decided to act. Our plan was that the two of us with rifles would charge, holding our bayonets as 

close to the ground as we could to stab anyone lying on the ground. The man with the Tommy gun (Sgt. 

Clayton) was to move quickly to the right, to have a clear field of fire in case any one shot at us. This maneuver 

was to be executed on the quietly whispered proverbial count of three.  “One.”  

My rifle suddenly weighed a ton. 

“Two.”  

It still wouldn’t budge. 

“Three.”  

It leaped into my hands and we were suddenly charging into the pitch black dark with our bayonets 

almost touching the ground. When we had gone a dozen yards or so and had not found anyone or provoked 

any enemy fire, we returned to our positions. A two-man bayonet charge into the pitch dark against an unseen 

foe is not an experience I would care to repeat. We never did find out what made the noise, possibly a wild pig 

or a goanna (a large lizard common in the Pacific islands). Whatever it was must have decided that it did not 

care for the neighborhood because the noise ceased and all was quiet except for the small sounds of the wee 

creatures of the night like mice, rats, and land crabs. 

About this time our platoon leader was promoted to captain and became known to one and all as 

Cap’n Tex.
7
 The 1st Regiment had finally decided that as they had a whole platoon of scouts, they might just as 

well be doing some scouting. Our armored cars had been left in New Zealand on the grounds that they 

wouldn’t be worth a damn in the jungle, so they decided to use us to carry out various scouting missions. R2 

(Regimental Intelligence) would inform Cap’n Tex which units of the 1st Marines would be assigned patrol 

duty each day, and Tex would assign an appropriate number of scouts to accompany each patrol based on the 

size and makeup of the patrol. When we showed up as assigned no one seemed quite sure how to take us, so 

we usually ended up as point scouts since it was assumed that we knew the way. We were furnished with 

maps and aerial photographs which were a help with general typography but did not show much of the jungle 

trail system over which we usually traveled. 

We were actually supposed to rotate duty assignments. One day we would be on patrol and the 

following day on guard duty. A friend of mine we’ll call Pete was deathly afraid of the jungle, and I had trouble 

coping with the monotony of guard duty, so we made a deal. Whenever he was posted for patrol duty I took 

his place. He of course took all of my assigned guard duty. Since I was on patrol almost every day I probably 

knew that sector better than anyone else in the division. I am sure that some of the non coms were aware of 

our arrangement but they never said a word because Pete was one of the old guard and well liked. I don’t 

believe Cap’n Tex was aware of the arrangement, but perhaps he figured that if it was what we wanted he 

wouldn’t upset the applecart. 

Cap’n Tex, a Marine named Johnson, and I sometimes went out on three man patrols, so Cap’n Tex 

would usually confide in us when he was hatching one of his brilliant schemes. Shortly after we began to 

patrol on a regular basis, Tex came up with a scheme to have the scouts patrol on horseback. The initial 

                                                 
7
 Fred later told me his last name was Gillespie. 
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bombardment had scattered a small herd of horses that had been left behind when the plantation had been 

abandoned to the Japanese, and they were understandably skittish about these new humans on the island. 

Tex proposed that we should round up these horses and use them as our mounts. We pointed out that we had 

no saddles, bridles, or other tack. Also very few, if any of us, could ride even if the horses were willing. Most of 

all the mountainous jungle terrain was tough enough to walk through. And we drew the line at cutting a trail 

large enough to accommodate a man on horseback. I heard later that Tex had taken this idea to the colonel 

who promptly had him thrown out of his tent. I cannot vouch for the accuracy of this report but I have no 

doubt that as Mark Twain might put it, “In the main he told the truth.” 

One day (August 19, 1942) a patrol of company strength from the First Marines was scouting along the 

shore quite a few miles from our eastern flank. There had been reports from natives that indicated a large 

number of Japanese had come ashore in that area and were headed our way. The patrol came across a group 

of some thirty or so Japanese. A fire fight ensued in which most of the Japanese were killed. The interesting 

thing was the large number officers included, indicating a sizeable force near at hand. They all appeared to be 

in good physical condition, indicating they had recently arrived on Guadalcanal.  

We, of course were unaware of these developments, but we were suddenly pulled from our bivouac 

area and moved into position on the eastern flank facing the Tenaru (actually the Ilu) River with the ocean on 

our left flank. Again we were placed in groups of three to a hastily dug foxhole twenty five or thirty yards 

apart, and again we had only rifles and Tommy guns. All our machine guns were back in New Zealand with our 

scout cars. We knew something was afoot because there was no talk of bayonet charges, so we were extra 

alert.  

The next morning our platoon was pulled back several hundred yards, and Col. Pollack’s 2nd Battalion 

of the First Marines was moved in to take over that position. The front we had occupied with one platoon of 

scouts (less than thirty lightly armed men) was being taken over by a battalion, three line companies, plus a 

heavy weapons company─ some 500 or 600 men. By nightfall they were all dug in with barbed wire strung all 

along the front and heavy machine guns every 25 or 30 yards, and in between were light machine guns and 

automatic rifles. On the beach where there was a sandspit across the mouth of the river. There, where any 

attack would likely be concentrated, were .37mm cannon loaded with canister or grapeshot. There were also 

.60mm and .80mm mortars in close support. 

On that August 20, things were looking grim. Our position on Guadalcanal was precarious, but we tried 

not to dwell on the negative. It was obvious that the Japanese Navy was in control of the area. We had no air 

support at all and could not expect any until the airstrip was finished, so we were under fire from any 

Japanese vessel that happened to be in the area. Of course the Japanese planes from Rabaul were able to 

bomb us at will. 

Under these circumstances you can imagine how we reacted when the engineers had accomplished 

the impossible and the first elements of the “Cactus Air  Force”
8
 were able to land and prepare to aid in our 

defense. On August 20, two Marine squadrons, one of fighters and one of Dive Bombers circled the field for all 

to see and landed. It was a great day for all, and we were perhaps the happiest people in the world at that 

moment. The Jap naval raids would no doubt continue, and the planes would still come over to bomb us, but 

now it would cost them dearly in lost planes and ships. It was a great boost to our morale.
9
 

                                                 
8
 So-called because the bid to take Guadalcanal was dubbed Operation Cactus. 

9
 “As the planes came in, the men cheered and threw their helmets into the air. ‘I saw tears running down the cheeks of some of my 

youngsters,” wrote a regimental commander.” George McMillan. The Old Breed. Infantry Journal Press, 1949, 57. 
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Around midnight we began to hear sporadic firing from the First Marines, and we were cursing those 

trigger happy gyrenes
10

 for disturbing our slumbers. The firing gradually grew to a deafening roar, and it was 

obvious that a good sized battle was raging on the spot we had occupied the night before. This became known 

as the battle of the Teneru and was the first serious Japanese counterattack. 

The Japanese force was torn apart and almost completely annihilated, losing from 700 to 1000 men in 

wild charges against well fortified and determined men. 

The Marine casualties were amazingly light: only 36 killed and about 76 wounded.  

As soon as the battle was over we went to survey the carnage. There were piles of dead Japanese 

everywhere. Our bulldozer had been brought over from the airfield and was digging a grave big enough to 

hold all of the enemy dead. By this time we had accumulated quite a few prisoners of war, mostly from the 

labor battalion who had come down out of the hills to get food, and these were cleaning up the battle field 

and carrying bodies to the common grave. It gave me a start to see them casually tossing unexploded Jap hand 

grenades onto a pile. I moved off to a safe distance, but evidently none of them exploded. 

 The battle of the Teneru was the closest I ever came to being engaged in a large scale battle. The rest 

of my time on Guadalcanal was spent on numerous patrols ranging in size from three-man scouting 

expeditions to battalion size forays. Most of these boiled down to routine excursions, but some stick in my 

memory for various reasons. Since the actual chronological order is not important to the memories, I will not 

pay much attention to that detail. I know you enjoy the study of history, Marc, so I ask you again to remember 

that this is recollection, as accurate as I can recall it, but not history.  

There was a general rule that all Marines on patrol were to wear helmets at all times but like most 

rules there had to be exceptions. Since I was usually point scout, and considering that one’s visual range is 

severely limited in the jungle, the sense of hearing can play an important, even vital, role. I discovered very 

early that a tin hat muffles and distorts sound and makes it difficult to sort out and identify the actual source 

of many sounds. Usually my decision to wear a soft hat went unchallenged, but one day we were sent out to 

scout for a large patrol that was to be commanded by a colonel. The colonel had requested a squad of scouts 

be assigned to take the point and when we reported he immediately asked why I was not wearing a helmet. 

Cap’n Tex had decided to be a part of this patrol, but I spoke up for myself. “Sir, with your permission I will be 

point scout on this patrol, and the lives of the men on this patrol might depend on how well I can hear. I can’t 

hear at all well wearing a helmet.” The colonel gave this a moment’s thought and then replied, “Son you have 

my permission not to wear a helmet while on patrol. If anyone ever gives you a hard time about it refer him to 

me.” I have forgotten this colonel’s name, but I believe he was from G2 and a member of the general’s staff. I 

also think he was an old timer with a lot of experience in the Caribbean and was well versed in Recon work. 

On this same patrol there were two other incidents that stick in my memory. We were heading east a 

short distance inland from and parallel to the coastal trail. There was no trail, so we had to cut a way through 

the jungle, but the going was not too bad until we came to a large expanse of Kunai grass. The colonel told me 

to head for a small hill that we could see in the distance. This may sound like a stroll across the meadow but 

this grass was about eight feet tall and so thick you could barely force your way through it. Cutting through 

with a machete was almost impossible so I would just fall forward to flatten the grass enough that I could 

advance a few feet and repeat the process. Troops following would trample it down and by the time a couple 

                                                 
10

 “Gyrene” may have originated around 1900 as a derogatory slang. By WWII it was in common use and was usually an affectionate 

and positive term, but here it retains negative connotations. 
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of hundred troops had tramped over the same grass it made a trail. This was very tiring, and a couple of the 

other scouts took turns in relief.
11

  

After a mile or so of this kind of slow progress we came to the small hill we had been aiming for and an 

end to this patch of grass. As I climbed to the top of the knoll, I turned to see how the rest of the troops were 

coming along. Spread out below I could see a couple of hundred marines threading their way through the 

grassy maze.  

As I watched, a shot rang out. In flash they all completely disappeared into that long grass. I could tell 

from the direction of the shot that it was an accidental discharge, but they were taking no chances. All I could 

think of was the times in training when the noncoms had to holler and swear to persuade the men to get 

down quickly when commanded to hit the deck. When the shot sounded there was no need to persuade the 

men to get down. There were no slowpokes; everyone just vanished. 

After several miles and many miles the colonel called a halt. Cap’n Tex appeared and asked for two 

volunteers to accompany him and scout out a native village that was a mile or so away. Johnson and I stepped 

forward, and the three of us set out to see if there were any natives or enemy troops in residence. We 

cautiously made our way east and soon ran across a trail heading north east. Following this we came to a few 

grass huts beside the sea. The village was still a few hundred yards away, but we had run out of jungle and the 

rest of the way afforded little cover except for low, sparse grass. 

Johnson and I separated a few yards and started to crawl towards our objective. After crawling a 

hundred yards or so and seeing no movement or sign of habitation, Johnson suddenly stood up and exclaimed, 

“God damn it, Balester, I’d rather be shot than crawl any further.” So I got up and we walked the rest of the 

way, Tex right with us. The village proved to be deserted, but on the shore, in a wrecked Japanese landing 

barge half buried in the sand we found the bodies of two Marines. We didn’t know which unit they were from 

or how they came to be there. They hadn’t been dead for more than a couple of days as near as we could tell. 

We cut off their dog tags, said a short prayer, and returned to the main body of the patrol. We headed back to 

camp with, I suppose, the objective accomplished. 

We were told later that the village had been the object of the patrol. We had taken the inland route, 

where there was no trail, to avoid the shore and detection, and to approach the village from an unexpected 

angle. Although I was the point scout I had not known the way but was following directions from the colonel 

who was using aerial photographs to select the route. He knew his business.  

One day Johnson, Cap’n Tex, and I were on one of our three-man scouting trips to see what we could 

find. We were in our usual formation with me at the point, Tex following and Johnson behind Tex. The only 

weapon Tex ever carried was a .45 cal pistol. Since we were several miles out from our front lines Tex was 

carrying the pistol on full cock held up at an angle in the ready to fire position. Suddenly behind us and to the 

right a bush rustled. I looked back in time to see Tex whirl around and end up with his .45 pointed right in 

Johnson’s face. Johnson reached gently up, took Tex’s hand and pushed it gently down so the pistol was 

pointed at the ground. “Look Tex,” he said, pointing at the captain’s feet, “Vine A is attached to bush B. If you 

trip over vine A, bush B rattles. Now put that god damn gun away before you hurt somebody.” Needless to 

say, the captain complied, and we spent the rest of the day wandering around in a seemingly peaceful and 

deserted jungle. 
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 Eric Bergerud published this excerpt in Touched with Fire: The Land War in the South Pacific NY: Penguin, 1996. On page 360 he 

writes: “Fred Balester was also on Guadalcanal. One afternoon his squad  was walking point for one of the large company-sized 

patrols that the Marines sometimes mounted. From his description one can visualize how rapidly the ‘green fog’ could descend on a 

jungle firefight.” He edits Balester’s words, so they are slightly different.  
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Johnson introduced me to papaya, which I had never seen. We were 

on a small patrol one day, exploring one of the many native trails that 

crisscrossed that whole area. Suddenly, Johnson’s head came up, and he 

pointed to a green patch off to one side.  

“Papaya!” he shouted. 

“What the hell is a Papaya?” 

“C’mon I’ll show y’all.” 

 Johnson was a native of south Florida and had once before led us to a 

lime tree which was loaded with fruit. Limes are not usually eaten like 

oranges, but because of our limited food resources at the time we devoured 

those limes greedily, and to us they tasted as sweet as sugar. Of course Marc, 

you are very familiar with papaya, and as I recall you are not particularly fond 

of it, but I had never seen one before. When we got to that small grove I 

stared in amazement. There was an exotic looking tree with melons growing out of the trunk instead of 

hanging from the branches like a respectable fruit should. There were enough to go around and, like the limes, 

the paw paw ( as they are called in the Southwest Pacific) were a fabulous treat. As you are aware I have liked 

papaya ever since. 

Brockaway Johnson was one of the old timers. I don’t really know how old he was--probably in his 

middle twenties, but he was balding and walked with a slight stoop. He was normally quite thin and like the 

rest of us by this time was positively scrawny. On Guadalcanal there were a number of large vultures who 

would fly so low looking for food that you could hear the swish of their wings. One day as we were sitting 

around quietly passing the time of day, one of these came flying through the coconut grove. McGurk, I believe 

it was, looked up and remarked “There goes the only thing on this island that is uglier than Johnson.” From 

then on that bird was widely known as the “uglier than Johnson bird.” 

The daily air battles that took place above the air field were of course eagerly watched. There were 

cheers when a Kate, Betty, or Zero were downed and of course cries of anguish when we saw one of our 

fighters in trouble. The air war over Guadalcanal spawned quite a few aces (pilots with five or more kills). We 

seldom got to meet these heroes who saw more action on a daily basis than any of us earthbound gyrenes, 

but we did get to know one ace, a Captain Marion Carl.
12

  

We watched one day as one of our Wildcats was downed, but we were somewhat cheered to see that 

the pilot had managed to parachute out. Our platoon was immediately dispatched to see if we could locate 

him and bring him safely back. There was a lot of jungle out there, and we had only a general idea of where he 

may have landed. We did locate his wrecked plane, with its nose buried about eight feet in the ground, but we 

could find no trace of Captain Carl. As dusk was approaching we had to go several miles to be inside our lines 

before dark, we had to postpone any further search until the next morning. When we got back we were 

delighted to hear that Captain Carl had parachuted safely and was able to make his way back to the lines 

unaided. 

The next morning we were pleased and surprised when Captain Carl paid us a visit to thank us for our 

attempt to come to his aid. There was a Red Alert on, and Captain Carl decided to sit out the raid with the 
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 Photo from http://www.acepilots.com/usmc_carl.html. The date of this event is probably September 9, when “he was forced to 

bail out of his shot-up Wildcat and was losing his battle to swim ashore against the tide, when he was picked up by friendly natives in 

a canoe. After five days with the natives, he finally made his way back to his base.” Also see, his memorial page at 

http://lonestar.texas.net/~snolep/fighter/index03.htm. 
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scouts since he had no plane at the moment. We were glad to have this opportunity to express our thanks to 

him for his efforts to protect us. About this time the promised air raid materialized, and we all went for cover. 

The bombs were noisy and perhaps a little too close for comfort. Captain Carl said that this was the first air 

raid he had ever spent on the ground, and he would never sit one out on the ground again even if he had to 

steal a plane.  

I mentioned a Red Alert. I am sure you are familiar with the Australian coast watchers and the 

magnificent job they did. From our perspective they all deserved Victoria Crosses and Congressional Medals of 

Honor. These men, many of them civilians, lived in constant danger on Japanese-held islands, and kept us 

informed of Japanese air and sea movements. They saved thousands of American lives and were a vital factor 

in defending the South Pacific.
13

 

One of the real discomforts in a war zone is trying to get some sleep while laying in several inches of 

cold water. Usually I slept on the ground outside my foxhole, but on some occasions it was more prudent to 

remain in the foxhole. This was especially true during a Condition Red. Condition Red at night usually meant 

some degree of naval gunfire. It might only be a destroyer taking a few pot shots as they went by; or it might 

be a prolonged attack from a larger ship or a task force. There was no knowing where the first shells might 

strike or how long the shelling might last, so you just stayed put. There was usually some water in the foxhole, 

ranging from just sloppy mud to several inches. Once the water near your body was warmed up you stayed 

very still. Any movement brought cold water against your skin, which was very uncomfortable. 

I have a vivid memory of one Red Alert. We were expecting a visit from a Japanese Battleship that 

mounted 14-inch guns. I presume we knew of its imminent arrival courtesy of the coast watchers. I had been 

bitten in the neck by a very large and apparently poisonous insect which I think was a rhinoceros beetle. 

Everyone was digging deeper and preparing to sleep in their foxhole or an air raid shelter if they had one. I 

was in such pain that I could not sit but had to pace back and forth. It was as if my whole being was split down 

the middle and the side on which I had sustained the bite was like one enormous toothache. Johnson grabbed  
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 For more on coast watchers, see http://www.diggerhistory.info/pages-navy/coastwatchers.htm and 

http://www.usmarineraiders.org/book1.htm. 
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me and took me to the regimental sick bay. At first, because of the Red Alert no one would come out of the 

shelter to help. Johnson, a P.F.C. like me, roared in a parade ground voice. “I’m the Sergeant Major of scouts 

and I have a man here in severe pain. If someone doesn’t come out immediately and take care of him there 

will be hell to pay.” 

That brought results. A Chief Pharmacists Mate appeared, took a quick look, and decided the only 

answer was to stop the pain and keep our fingers crossed. By this time I was down to under 130 pounds 

without an ounce of fat, and when he tried to inject morphine the needle buckled. He tried another ampoule 

and by pinching my skin together and working the needle under my skin he was finally able to inject the shot. 

The walk to regimental sick bay over a rough jungle track in the dark had been difficult. The walk back, 

for me, was pleasant. I seemed to be gliding about a foot off the ground and feeling no pain at all. Just as we 

got back to our own area the first star shell burst over the airstrip and lit the whole place up as bright as day. I 

remember Johnson’s eyes getting as big as saucers, then things went hazy and my last impression was of 

someone grabbing me by the ankle and pulling me down. The shelling that night was by far the worst attack 

we had undergone. It lasted for about four hours and did extensive damage to our aircraft and our gasoline 

supply. And I slept peacefully through the whole thing except for that first spectacular star shell. 

The next morning they told me that they had a hard time getting me into my foxhole. I kept hollering 

for my rifle. It seems I wanted to go out and kick the shit out of that battlewagon. Toward that evening the 

pain started to return. We were under another Red Alert so, taking no chances they put me in my foxhole and 

had the corpsman give me a shot of morphine where I couldn’t get into any trouble.
14

  

In the Marines we generally call each other by our last name or by rank if a non com or an officer. In 

battle zones where snipers may lurk titles are verboten. Nicknames are also common, and I will tell you how I 

got mine. We had a full squad of scouts leading a company sized patrol and as usual Sgt. Clayton, our squad 

leader, had me at the point. I believe it was I-3-1 (I company, 3rd battalion, First Marine regiment), but it was a 

long time ago and I wouldn’t swear to that. We were about five miles out in the jungle and had stopped for a 

break. I was walking back along the line to consult with Clayton when I heard the top sergeant of I company 

say, “Clayton, who’s that long drink you have leading this patrol?”  

“You mean Balester?” 

“That’s the guy. I can’t figure it out. My people come out here sneaking along quiet as mice, and get 

the shit shot out of them. This Balester comes out here day after day, tramping along like he’s wearing 

snowshoes and nobody touches him. He must be under the personal protection of Jesus himself.”  

A number of people heard that speech and from that day on I was “Snowshoes” and the 1st platoon of 

scouts was the Jesus patrol.
15

 

Cap’n Tex was much given to daydreaming and gave little thought to his personal safety. One day on 

one of our numerous patrols with a line unit of the First Marines, we were taking a break prior to returning to 

our base. Tex asked me if there was another trail nearby which we could also use to return. I replied in the 

affirmative, and he asked how far away it was. I reckoned that it would be about a mile, and he asked if I 

would check it out, so I set off on my mission. I moved with a degree of caution because there was always a 

chance that enemy troops might be in the area. The trail I was seeking turned out to be just about a mile so 

the round trip took me about 45 minutes. When I got back the company was gone.  
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 Probably this was the night of October 13. According to McMillan, it was “the worst shelling Marines took in World War II” The Old 

Breed, Infantry Journal Press, 1949, 103. 
15

 Fellow First Marine and First Scout Norm Klaus, who met Balester in Australia recalls that “through the years he became 

affectionately known by Snowshoes.” 
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I wasn’t particularly surprised or alarmed, but I didn’t waste any time trailing the company back home. 

When I got about halfway there I heard an officer’s whistle. Aha, I thought, Tex finally missed me, and the 

company is waiting for me. When I finally came up to him, there was Tex, standing in the middle of a field 

blowing an officer’s whistle. 

“Where’s the rest of the company?” 

“I decided to wait for you, so I sent them on ahead.” 

I don’t mind going out looking for the enemy, but standing in the middle of a field blowing an officer’s 

whistle is a bit thick. I suggested we get the hell out of there before some Japs got curious and decided to 

investigate. So we got. 

There was another enemy besides the Japanese, which I suppose was just as hard on the Nips as it was 

on us. That was the many and varied types of tropical illnesses ranging from the fatal to the annoying. We all 

had brushes with diarrhea from eating too many coconuts, and we all suffered some degree of malnutrition, 

but it was the old jungle rot in its many forms that was the most annoying. My first serious problem stemmed 

from what I thought was a mosquito bite. We were hauling logs to build our  

first bomb shelter. The logs had all kinds of growths and fungi, and something must have irritated this bite on 

the inside of my wrist. At any rate, my arm began to swell, and in a short time I had developed a dandy case of 

blood poisoning. Fortunately, it responded to some heavy doses of sulfa and hot packs, but I still carry a scar 

where they lanced it. Yes Marc, my “bullet wound.” The other things, such as boils and tropical ulcers, were 

painful, but they usually did not interfere with the performance of our duty. Many times we could not lace our 

boondockers all the way up, but we still went on patrol. The only remedy we had for these various itches was 

something called gentian violet, which decorated various parts of our anatomy a beautiful shade of purple. 

 

 
WWI Boondockers made in  January1942 (Source: Ebay) 

 

Besides the mosquitoes and the rhinoceros beetle I had another tussle with some nasty insects. I had 

decided to chop down a small tree to make something, I have forgotten just what. I hit the tree a whack with 

my machete and all of a sudden it was raining ants. Big red ants who thought this was their tree and seemed 

to resent my attempt to appropriate it. A few bites from these denizens of the jungle convinced me that they 

had first call on this tree. I hurriedly divested myself of my ant infested clothing and went naked to a nearby 

stream to wash the critters out. Even with my quick reaction I still accumulated enough bites to cause a 

degree of discomfort. 

One time I went out on a patrol where I was the only one from the Scout Company. There was a first 

lieutenant in charge who I had never met. I think they thought I was a spy or something because they were 

not very friendly. We came across a small cache of Japanese weapons in good condition. Most of these they 
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tried to destroy. I was quite taken with a Nambu light machine gun in .25 caliber, the same as the usual Jap 

rifle. It weighed about twenty pounds, and I figured I could handle it along with my rifle. The lieutenant 

decided that they would take a .30 cal. heavy machine gun that must have weighed close to fifty pounds. It 

was on a heavy tripod mount and the barrel had very large air cooling fins to dissipate the heat but which 

made it a very ungainly and heavy. We had a considerable distance to travel back to our lines over some very 

mountainous terrain, and even where it was obvious that I could use a hand no one offered.  

 

 

 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Type_11_Light_Machine_Gun 

 

When we were almost back to camp we had to cross a river on a sunken log, which was quite 

treacherous because there was no handrail, and the log was quite slippery. When the two men whose turn it 

was to carry the heavy machine gun were about halfway across they slipped and lost the gun. They had little 

or no hope of recovering it. I managed to get my Nambu across safely. The lieutenant, well aware that none of 

his men had made the slightest effort to help me, still had the gall to try and take my souvenir for “Regimental 

R2.” It made me very happy to look him straight in the eye and reply that I was sorry but this was needed by 

Division Intelligence. Each of us knew that the other was lying, but there was nothing he could do about it. 

The only thing the gun needed was a good cleaning and a new firing pin, which I managed to make 

from a nail. There was plenty of Japanese .25 cal. rifle ammunition laying about for us to practice with, and we 

had a lot of fun shooting it. After the Army arrived there was a good market for souvenirs. Someone swiped it, 

and I heard later that they traded it to the Army for a generator. I didn’t really mind because I had enjoyed it 

but had no further use for it. 

I haven’t told you about the time we called the day of the Cleveland air races.
16

 We had been moved 

to an outpost position on top of a ridge just north of Henderson field. We had a fine view all around because 

the ridge was bare of vegetation. It seems the Japanese had become upset with the way that Cactus Air Force 

was downing their bombers and even their fighters. We were down to about six or seven Wildcats, which was 

more normal than not, and a few Airacobras, which, because of lack of oxygen or superchargers, could not get 

above 12,000 feet. 

The Japanese began sending in flight after flight of fighter planes in an attempt to knock out our 

remaining fighters so their bombers could have free rein. The result was as spectacular an array of dogfights as 

one could imagine. The fight raged for hours. After one flight of Japanese planes would have to break off for 

lack of fuel, our planes would land to refuel and re-arm and go right back up to meet the next flight of Jap 

fighters. Since most of the action was at 20,000 feet the army Airacobras could not join in, but we saw one 

Zero come down to about 10,000 feet to avoid a Wildcat, and three of the Army planes converged on him and 
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 They must have been thinking of the Cleveland Air Races, an air show held at the Cleveland air port from 1929-1949, known for its 

spectacular aviation (http://www.geocities.com/CapeCanaveral/Hangar/7349/cleraces.html). 
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blew him to smithereens. Incredibly the score that day as I recall was one Wildcat lost as opposed to 30 Zero 

fighters downed. The Japanese never repeated that maneuver.  

In spite of the fact that we were getting some supplies and reinforcements, it was apparent that the 

Japanese were also busily engaged in gathering strength to have yet another try at running us off Guadalcanal. 

This and the lukewarm support being shown by Admiral Ghormley convinced a lot of people that we were 

doomed.
17

 Although practical jokes are often grim, they can sometimes break the tension. I took a hand 

grenade and emptied out the explosive charge but left the timing cap in place. A bunch of about six or eight 

scouts was sitting on top of the ridge passing the time. I walked up to them and began to rant and rave that 

Guadalcanal was another Wake Island, and we were all doomed, and we might as well end it now. I pulled out  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/P-39_Airacobra 

  

the grenade, yanked out the pin, and threw it down on the ground in front of me. I suddenly found myself 

alone as everyone prudently dove off the hill. When no explosion ensued, they realized they had been “had” 

and took it in good grace. I do remember Tracey saying that he didn’t think I was serious, but when the cap 

exploded he decided that discretion was the better part of valor. 

While on this same hill, I witnessed an interesting vignette. I was walking along the ridge past a line 

company when I heard the company commander berating a Marine for walking along the top of the ridge. 

Because of the danger of sniper fire it was against regulations to silhouette oneself against the skyline. I knew 

that this captain, a reserve officer, was a grade school teacher in civilian life, so I stopped to watch the action. 

The Marine on the skyline did not comply immediately, so the captain proclaimed that he had one minute to 

comply or the captain would shoot him on the spot for refusing to obey a direct order. He looked at his watch 

and placed his right hand on his sidearm (a showy, nickel-plated, ivory- handled .45 Smith &Wesson revolver). 

A few yards behind the captain a Marine was cleaning his rifle and seemed to be paying no attention. He 

replaced the bolt, loaded the magazine, and put a round in the chamber. Then he cradled the rifle in his arms 

and gazed off into the distance. I noticed that the piece just happened to be pointed right at the captain’s 

back. The Marine on the ridge ambled down off the skyline, the captain took his hand off his revolver, the 

rifleman took the bolt out of his rifle and resumed cleaning it, and I continued on my way.
18
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“The First Marine Division, to put the situation bluntly, was surrounded by the enemy. . . . The Division had no sir support, no 

cover.” George McMillan. The Old Breed, Infantry Journal Press, 1949, 47. 
18

 This paragraph is cited in Eric Bergerud’s Touched with Fire: The Land War in the South Pacific NY: Penguin, 1996. He writes: 

“Although very rare, bad officers and NCOs could die because of this type of thing. Marine Fred Balester watched an inadequate 

officer unknowingly flirt with oblivion on Guadalcanal. Bergerud changes the wording somewhat when he quotes this passage. Here 

I have retained the original. 
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One of the more interesting natural phenomena that we witnessed while on the ridge was the 

swarming of some type of large black ant. Late one afternoon or early evening we were sitting on the ridge 

batting the breeze when all of a sudden large flying ants were swarming all over the place. Each one would 

land, wriggle about a bit to discard his wings, and then find a spot of earth and rapidly dig himself into the 

ground. They were so intent on this that they took absolutely no notice of us whatever. This continued for 

some 15 or 20 minutes, and the ground was covered with these little creatures, each intent on getting 

underground. Within a short time they had all vanished, and it seemed as they had never been there except 

that the ground was covered with little silver wings that had been discarded. I never did find out what this was 

all about, and we never saw another sign of these creatures 

Finally we had something to celebrate and morale took an immediate upswing. Ghormley had been 

relieved of his command, and Admiral Bull Halsey had been named to replace him.
19

 The battle was far from 

won, but now we would have the full support of the Navy. We knew that Halsey would not dodge the issue 

but would carry the naval war to the enemy. We even began to get a few replacements. Our platoon had not 

lost anyone to enemy action, but we did have some losses due to malaria and a couple to battle fatigue.  

One evening I was acting corporal of the guard, and one of the replacements asked me to show him 

how to load the Springfield rifle he had been issued when he arrived on Guadalcanal. I was flabbergasted. It 

seems that the Corps had finally adopted the M1 Garand rifle and all recruits were being trained with that 

weapon. I showed him how to use the stripper clip to load, warned him not to shoot anyone under the rank of 

sergeant, and told him not to move around and give away his position to infiltrators. Infiltrators had been a 

problem from the beginning, and sentries were often a little skittish. There was a decided tendency for a 

sentry to say HALT and then shoot without further parlay. The only safe way to respond to a challenge was 

from flat on the ground. 
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 Halsey, appointed on October 18, backed up Vandergrift’s request for relief, especially for the embattled First Marines. His 

appointment was welcomed by the Marines, who felt he would provide reinforcements: “On the 22d, Holcomb and Vandegrift flew 

to Noumea to meet with Halsey and to receive and give a round of briefings on the Allied situation. After Vandegrift had described 

his position, he argued strongly against the diversion of reinforcements intended for Cactus to any other South Pacific venue, a 

sometime factor of Admiral Turner's strategic vision. He insisted that he needed all of the Americal Division and another 2d Marine 

Division regiment to beef up his forces, and that more than half of his veterans were worn out by three months' fighting and the 

ravages of jungle-incurred diseases. Admiral Halsey told the Marine general: ‘You go back there, Vandegrift. I promise to get you 

everything I have’” (http://www.nps.gov/archive/wapa/indepth/extContent/usmc/pcn-190-003117-00/sec4a.htm0). 

 

The M1 .30 caliber 
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One night, at the time of the battle of Bloody Ridge, the Ranger battalion was in danger of being 

overrun, and we were sent to help contain any possible breakthrough.
20

 It was pitch dark, and we were led to 

an area north of Henderson field and told to take up defensive positions. It was very dark, but we managed to 

find a good spot with a lot of large rocks behind which we could shelter. When it got light enough to see we 

found that these rocks were in fact aerial bombs of assorted sizes. We had been bedded down in a bomb 

dispersal area. We moved. 

As time went on patrols became routine and some of the leaders became sloppy. There was some 

concern in higher echelons, and we were asked to watch the way patrols we accompanied were run and to 

report lapses to R2. We did not feel comfortable in the role of Gestapo agents and instead agreed to call any 

security problems to the attention of the person in command. If the problem persisted, then we would report 

it. Of course, when we informed the patrol commanders of our new responsibility there were no lapses. 

This may all seem rather picky, but there was good reason for concern. The Japanese were still 

determined to retake Guadalcanal and were bringing in troops in barges since Admiral Halsey and our own 

increased air force had made it impractical for the Japanese to operate with large transports. Therefore, the 

risk of running into Japanese patrols was always present.  

One day I was leading a large sized patrol from the First Marines when the sound of distant voices 

could be heard. Since we were miles from our lines, I halted the patrol and moved quietly to where I could 

ascertain that they were speaking English. I motioned the patrol forward, slung my rifle over my shoulder, and 

walked quietly forward. It was a patrol from the Fifth Marines, and incredibly they did not see me until I was in 

their midst. The lieutenant in charge gaped at me in astonishment. I merely said, “If we were a Jap Patrol you 

would all be dead.” I’ll bet it was a long time before he forgot to post sentries again. 

 Meanwhile, Cap’n Tex’s fertile brain had been at work again, and he came to Johnson and me with a 

new proposal. “Look fellows I have an idea, the three of us will go out armed with just pistols to save weight. 

We will take enough D rations (chocolate bars) and water to last a week or two, capture the Japanese General 

and bring him back alive.” This was way out even for Tex. I considered the project carefully for a split second 

and then replied, “Tex, I can see a few problems we would have to overcome. 

 

                                                 

20
 This occurred during the battle of Edson’s Ridge or Bloody Ridge, September 12-14, Edson’s rangers were defending Henderson 

field (http://pacificwrecks.com/provinces/solomons_bloody.html): “The ridge was defended by several US Marine units, including 

the 1st Raider Battalion and 1st Parachute Battalions under U.S. Marine Corps Lieutenant Colonel Merritt A. Edson. The Marines had 

reinforced the ridge line prior to the attack, and registered artillery on likely approaches.” For another account, see 

http://www.nps.gov/archive/wapa/indepth/extContent/usmc/pcn-190-003130-00/sec7.htm/. You can see on the map, taken, from 

this Web site, where the First Marines were located. North of Henderson field saw little action, but they could hear the battle. 
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First this island is a hundred miles long and forty miles wide. It is covered with thick jungle and mountainous 

terrain. If there is a Japanese General on this island, how would we locate him?  We couldn’t even ask his 

troops because we cannot speak Japanese. Even if by some miracle we could locate him, how could we 

convince him to come with us? In fact he would probably be so busy planning our annihilation we couldn’t 

even get an appointment with him.” Johnson concurred heartily with my assessment.  

Tex was visibly disappointed, but he had a resilient nature. In spite of my critique of his plan he 

probably tried to interest someone else in it. Wouldn’t Johnson and I look silly if he and two other people 

managed to pull it off? 

At some point one of our radiomen came up with a radio which gave us a lot of entertainment and 

occasionally some insight into the world situation. Our favorite entertainment was Tokyo Rose. She played the 

best music and often entertained us with her news presentations. One day we were surprised to learn that the 

brave soldiers of the Emperor had driven the Marines off the airfield on Guadalcanal, and it was securely in 

the hands of the Imperial Japanese Forces. This surprised us somewhat because at that point we were 

encamped just off the end of the runway, and there wasn’t a Jap in sight. 

Rose must have had the information from some official source because just at dusk we spotted a line 

of six or seven amphibious Japanese planes (we called them float plane Zeros) obviously intent on landing. 
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They were already so low that we could easily see the rising sun on wings and fuselage. Unfortunately, some 

Marines got trigger happy and instead of letting them land started shooting at them. (They probably hadn’t 

heard Tokyo Rose’s latest report.) At that every machine gun on and around the field opened up, and the 

amount of tracer fire was awesome. None of the planes appeared to be hit, but I imagine they checked their 

propaganda reports a little more carefully after that. 

The other radio reports we liked to listen to were whenever there was a Condition Red. We would 

listen to the frequency used by our pilots and listen to them while watching the action. One day we heard: 

 ”Carl, where are you?” 

“Marion! Come in!” 

”Shh.” 

“Carl is that you? Where are you?” 

“See that flight of Bettys? Look closely. I’m the one on the end.” 

Battle fatigue takes many forms, and almost everyone who spends a lot of time under hostile pressure 

develops some kind of nervous reaction. This can be equated to at least a mild form of battle fatigue. I can 

remember at least two types of reaction that affected almost everyone. After we had undergone many 

bombing and shelling attacks, and on many patrols, our senses became so acute (read jumpy) that at times we 

weren’t sure whether it was reality or reaction.  

Late one night I awoke trembling violently. Was it a malarial chill? Was it a fearful reaction? It felt 

almost like a violent earth tremor. Was that it? The next morning everyone was looking about apprehensively. 

“Did you feel anything unusual last night?” That broke the ice, and there was a general feeling of relief that it 

was only an earthquake and we weren’t all going Asiatic. 

Another, more delayed type of reaction is caused by the habit of sleeping with a loaded rifle close at 

hand. When something awakens you at night in a battle zone the first reaction is to reach for that weapon as 

soon as you open your eyes. When you are out of danger, even months or years later, and you awaken 

suddenly at night, you still reach for that weapon, and there is a moment of panic until you realize that there is 

no danger and you don’t need to defend yourself against a surprise attack. 

On one of our patrols there were ten scouts and Cap’n Tex roaming about by ourselves. We were 

looking over the trail the Japs had built around our perimeter in their attempts to take us unawares on the 

north and west. As trails go it was a fair trail for light infantry, but the terrain was very tough for anything 

heavy. We came across an abandoned Japanese field piece, a 75mm cannon with big, old-fashioned wooden 

wheels. It looked like something left over from the Western Front, but there is no doubt that it could be an 

effective weapon. Tex insisted that we had to drag that cannon back to our lines. We tried to talk him out of it 

but he was determined. After dragging that thing about two miles over rough terrain the squad was so tired 

they could go no farther. They didn’t even have the strength to post sentries. I finally convinced Tex to give it 

up, and we dragged ourselves back to camp. Shorty Spears told me that Tex tried again the next day to bring 

the gun in, but that attempt also failed. Apparently I had another scouting assignment that day. Thank 

goodness. 

Of the many times I led patrols (at least 60 to 75) and took part in expeditions of all sizes, none of 

those patrols was ever fired upon. Some people tried to ascribe this to dumb luck, but I contend that it was a 

combination scouting skill, clean living, and good timing. We did however manage to take one prisoner and 

bring him back alive. This is how it came about. Being a point scout is something like driving. Your attention is 

focused well ahead searching for the slightest movement or sign of danger. Your hearing is also important and 

even your sense of smell. For danger close at hand you depend on your peripheral vision and hearing to detect 

movement. 



36 

 

I was leading a line company one day; we were moving along at a good pace when the man just behind 

me said there was a Jap lying in some bushes alongside the trail. Sure enough, there was a Japanese soldier 

lying there with his eyes wide open but apparently unable to move. The company sergeant came up to me just 

then and said, “Shoot him.” I replied that I did not shoot helpless men, not even Japs. If he wanted him killed 

he could shoot him himself. He then ordered one of his men to shoot the Jap, but he, too, refused. The upshot 

of it was that no one wanted to kill a sick and helpless man, so they had to make a stretcher and carry him 

back to camp. Carrying a man on a stretcher seven or eight miles over a rough jungle trail is hard work, and 

there was some talk of dropping him in one of the rivers, but they got him back to camp. I guess he was too far 

gone to save because I heard that he died a few days later of acute starvation. 

Somehow we had managed to bring one of our motorcycles along complete with sidecar and driver. It 

wasn’t much use, but we did use it to fetch water. I was always attracted to anything mechanical, and 

although I had never driven one I was familiar with all of the controls and how they worked. One day Tex was 

looking for the driver to go fetch some water, which he wanted pronto. When he couldn’t find him he asked if 

anyone else could handle it. I, of course, volunteered. Tex looked at me suspiciously and asked me where I had 

ridden. I replied that I had been in cross country races in Ohio. It started out fairly well, going nice and slow 

until I hit the first of many bumps and holes in that rough, jungle excuse for a road. The motor cycle bounced 

up in the air, and my hand twisted on the throttle. With a roar I was off like a shot headed for the trees. I got it 

throttled down just in time to avoid disaster when I hit another bump and shot off again toward the trees on 

the other side of the road. It was kind of like “Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride” until I finally got it under control. Tex, of 

course, noticed my mode of departure, and no doubt surmised that I had somewhat exaggerated my skill as a 

cyclist. Thank God there was a sidecar to keep me balanced. I did make it the couple of miles to the water 

station and completed the mission with only a minor dent in the fender of sidecar. It was my first and last 

experience on a motor cycle. 

One day we got a call to rush to a part of the front being defended by a unit of the First Marines. When 

we arrived we found that four of our light tanks were in trouble, and we were told to go to their aid. When we 

heard what happened we were totally disgusted. About two hundred yards to the front of the line was a river, 

I don’t remember which one. This company was getting sporadic machine gun fire from the dense cover along 

the river bank. After failing to solve the problem with their own return fire, they called on the tank battalion to 

clean out the snipers. So far so good. Then they sent the tanks out without infantry support, and when the 

tanks ran into trouble they didn’t go to their immediate aid but sent for the scout company. The trained 

assault troops of the First Marines sent for a platoon of lightly armed scouts to protect them and rescue the 

tanks. We immediately went out to see what we could do. The line company did not even offer to support us, 

so we went out alone. Fortunately for us, the Japs had left, and all we found was a pile of .40mm shell casings, 

neatly stacked, four shot up tanks, and one survivor.
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 The river was the Tenaru according to Eric Bergerud, who published this excerpt from Balester’s memoirs in Touched with Fire:The 

Land War in the South Pacific NY: Penguin, 1996. He interviewed Balester and used his memoirs for this account. He explains what 

Balester saw that day, which he places as September 15, two days after the battle of Bloody Ridge: “the Marines had defeated a 

fierce Japanese assault” in that battle. “Japanese soldiers of a second contingent advancing along a different axis toward the Tenaru 

River became entangled in Marine wire and were forced to retreat. The next morning the Marine commander, fearing the Japanese 

were still very close by in the kunai grass and thick shrub outside the wire, sent four tanks to patrol unsupported. Blinded by the 

terrain, the tanks passed a Japanese gun that destroyed them in short order. Fred Balester served with a Marine reconnaissance unit 

and arrived an hour or so later” (334-35). I have edited these memoirs to include details from the interview with Bergerud that did 

not appear originally in Balester’s written version. 
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In looking over the scene, we had to admire the courage and skill of what must have been a very small 

unit. They had provoked an attack by a much larger force and with a few light machine guns and one .40mm 

anti-tank gun wiped out four tanks and got away scot free. Three of our tanks had been drilled neatly through 

the turret before they even got close to the gun. One tank had made it to the river, but it was upside down in 

the water, so we could not see whether or where it had been hit. The lone survivor was left in shock. He had 

somehow managed to get out of a burning tank. The poor fellow was nearly incoherent. He didn’t have a shirt 

on and was blackened with smoke and grit. We escorted him almost like a prisoner, although he didn’t know 

it. We knew that many Japanese spoke English, and this fellow was so beat up and we couldn’t honestly tell 

whether or not he was a Marine. He was one of ours, of course, but you didn’t take chances in those days. He 

was able to walk back with us, and we heard later that he came out of it O.K. (I also learned many years later 

that there were a few other survivors who got back to the lines before we arrived on the scene. They were 

very lucky.) 

By the middle of November things were looking up.
22

 The Seventh Marines had finally caught up with 

us. The Navy Seabees had arrived and had Henderson field in great shape and had almost completed a 

separate fighter strip. There were Army B25’s and B17’s and a few lightning fighters to help our aging 

Wildcats. We even had one painted black and equipped with radar for night fighting; it was called a black 

widow. Washing Machine Charlie was a goner. We didn’t miss him. 

The Army was there also, the 164th regiment of the Americal division. They felt abandoned by the Army. They 

were great guys, and we got along so well that they began calling themselves the 164th Marines. The 181st 

Army regiment was also on board. They had landed on the day that the Jap battleship shelled; they had a 

rough time of it and took some casualties that night. There was still some tough fighting ahead, but now we 

knew that we were going to win. The Japs were not yet convinced and had to be shown. These Army units did 

their share. 
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 As a letter home, shown here, states, there was even turkey for Thanksgiving, and evidently some mail got through, or at least 

went out. 
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The food situation had improved tremendously. The 1st Scout Platoon was particularly fortunate. We 

were now quartered near the First Marines Regimental Headquarters Co., and chow was delivered to our 

bivouac area in hot containers, three times a day. It wasn’t like mother used to make, but it was a big 

improvement on wormy oatmeal and plain rice. Besides the Scout platoon had an ace in the hole. 

When supplies began to come with some regularity, a call went out for experienced truck drivers. The 

lads who used to drive our scout cars were tired of the infantry so one or two of them volunteered to drive 

trucks for division. Frequently their cargo was food of various types, and any time they carried food that 

looked appetizing they managed to stow a few cases under the front seat and make an unscheduled stop at 

our area. We accumulated a nice reserve store of canned fruit, vegetables, juices, and even some tinned hams. 

Each time our meal was delivered Sgt. Clayton would check out the menu, and wherever he felt it was lacking 

it would be augmented from our private warehouse.  

The officers had their own mess at headquarters and presumably ate well. Perhaps they did, but one 

day Tex got back from the officers mess while we were still setting up our chow line. Cap’n Tex was invited to 

join us and was quite surprised to find that the enlisted mess, especially at the scout platoon, was more varied 

and better than the officers’ mess. He was of course sworn to secrecy and frequently dined with his men in 

preference to the officers’ mess. 

Earlier I made some mention of battle fatigue. A man who is taken out of combat for battle fatigue is 

usually no more to blame for his condition than a man who has contracted malaria or been wounded. 

However, the manifestations can be grimly humorous. One night while we were on the outpost on the ridge, 

we were awakened by shouts and a series of rifle shots. We grabbed weapons and converged on the scene. It 

was dark, and we couldn’t see anything nor hear anything that would indicate that we were under attack. One 

of our men, a lad from “Lost Creek, West by Gawd Virginia” was waving his rifle about and yelling that the 

God-damned Japs were standing down by the barbed wire changing their “skivvies” (underwear). The next day 

he was still in a highly agitated state and couldn’t be calmed down. The Corpsman took him down to sick bay, 

and we presumed he was sent home. He had been a good Marine, and we hated to lose him.  

About the seventh of December we were taken aboard ship, bound for Australia. A good way to 

celebrate Pearl Harbor Day. We were a motley looking bunch. We used to refer to the Second division, which 
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was formed on the west coast, as the Hollywood Marines, and the East Coast First Division as the raggedy-

assed Marines. On that day no one would have disputed that title. We were still wearing the same clothes we 

had worn on the initial landing, less those items that had completely worn out. I have no trouble remembering 

what I took aboard. My wardrobe consisted of what I was wearing. A battered fatigue hat, an equally tattered 

fatigue jacket and trousers, and a down-at-the- heels pair of boondockers. No skivvies or socks. These and 

their replacements had worn out long ago. My equipment consisted of a knapsack which contained half a 

mess kit, a spoon, and a canteen cup. My rifle, bayonet, belt, and ammo I had given to a Seabee who begged 

for it because he didn’t trust his Reising gun.
23

 I gave it to him because I wouldn’t need it in Australia, and he 

might need it on Guadalcanal. Also, I knew we would be equipped with Garand rifles soon. 

We can’t leave Guadalcanal without mentioning our two reluctant medical corpsmen. These two 

Pharmacists Mates enlisted in the Navy to see the world from the comfort of a ship with bunks and regular hot 

chow. All of a sudden they found themselves slogging around the jungles without enough to eat, sleeping in 

foxholes half full of water, and trying to cope with strange tropical illness that nobody ever heard of without 

proper medical supplies. When I had 14 boils on my back at one time Phm 2nd Pitt spent hours applying hot 

compresses and had me up and back on patrol in no time. Phm 3rd Wilkins, from Cowpens South Carolina, 

who once told me that if the enemy marched a mile into Cowpens they would be a half mile on the other side 

of town, was always dependable on patrol. If you developed a blister, he would commiserate and take off his 

shoe to show you his. I don’t believe he carried a lot of medicine, but if you needed a hand grenade or a pistol 

he had those handy, concealed in his medical kit. 

And so we bid farewell to Guadalcanal. 
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 Reisings were known for jamming (http://www.nps.gov/archive/wapa/indepth/extContent/usmc/pcn-190-003117-00/sec4a.htm). 

 



 

“Major General Patch receives first

Jeschke. On 9 December 1942 the task of completing the campaign passed to Gen 

Pat

(

 

From the blog of CJ at 

www.soldiersperspective.us/2005/1

0/24/, October 24, 2005, 

“Remembering Guadalcanal” 

I asked one of the Marines that 

served with the 1st Marine Division, 

Dr. Roy W. Roush, what sticks out 

the most in his mind when I say 

"Guadalcanal." Here was his 

response: 

"When I think about Guadalcanal 

was the jungle. Particularly some of 

those nights in the heavy rain. It 

was more like hail. When it hits 

those heavy leaves, it was like a 

drumbeat. You almost have to hold 

your hands over your ears it was so 

noisy.” 

“And knowing how the Japs could 

infiltrate. You knew they could 

come right up behind you, or in 

front of you, or beside you and they 

could be this [signaling about 4-5 

feet away] far away from you and 

you wouldn't know it. And 

sometimes they were. It was 

spooky. There was nothing more 

spooky than being at Guadalcanal in 

the jungle at night when it was 

raining." 

At this point, he began to break up 

and his eyes became small pools of 

moisture. 

"We thought we were….pretty 

tough. And, rough and tough. But, I 

tell ya they were just really kids on 

the inside. There's nothing worse 

than dying alone in the middle of 

the jungle at night…by yourself. And 

you know you're going to die. I 

heard kids calling for their mother. 

Their last words were 'MOTHER!”  

"And you can't do a damn thing to 

help them. If you can help them, 

that's one thing. But not in the 

jungle in the middle of the night in 

an isolated area." 

 
“Major General Patch receives first-hand briefing from Gen Vandegrift and Col R.H. 

Jeschke. On 9 December 1942 the task of completing the campaign passed to Gen 

Patch when the 1st Marine Division was withdrawn from Guadalcanal.” 

(http://www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/USMC/Guadalcanal/USMC
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