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-1E story of an outfit is  often a story of 

the individual experiences o f  i t s  men, but 

th i s  narrative i s  a chronology o f  the col- 

lective achievements and adventures of men work- 

ing in unison, primarily the men who formed the 

original complement o f  Consfruction Battalion 

Maintenance Unit 57 1 .  The charter members of 
th is Seabee crew hailed from all walks o f  life and 

went on to carve out a bright record o f  attainment 

an lonely tropical islands unheard o f  and unirnpor- 

tant until war made Cheir possession and exploita- 

tion necessary. The final, complete story o f  

CBMU 57 1 is not over, because CBMU 57 1 is, a t  

this wif ing, sf i l l  commissioned, s t i l l  doing a iob, 

still adding t o  a record. But t o  the men who 

formed it, who carried the knowledge, the brawn, 

the guts, and the equipment into the islands of 

the Pacific, this chapter of their careers as Sea- 

bees is completed. These men may go on t o  

other naval organizations or they may already be 
civilians again, but their first love as servicemen 

will be CBMU 57 I .  

I t  was only a little more than four months 

after we wound up our private affairs that we 

made that awesome and fateful climb up a gang- 

plank to  begin what some would term an adven- 

ture . . . certainly an outstanding chapter in our 

lives. We learned that the Pacific is  a lot o f  

water. We learned, the hard way, how torrid 

the equatorial sun can be when it beats on an 

unshielded steel deck day after day, week after 

week. We learned that tropical islands can have 

a strange allure when seen from the deck o f  s 

transport, but when we scrambled o f f  our ship a+ 

Banika we discovered something else . . . the 

humid, sticky heat o f  the islands, and mud. 

But if was on Banika, an emerald-like isle in 

the Russell group of the British Solomon archipel- 

ago which was our firsf Island Xi where we be- 

came men with a purpose. There was a job to  

be done. I+ wasn't heroic, nor was it spectacular. 

For most of us it developed into dull, routine 

mono+ony. But we did it, and did it well. I t  i s  

the usual lot of a maintenance unit such as ours 

t o  assume a drab though important rofe in a 

tifantic war. There is  little glamour attached to 

an undertaking that, in the main, constituted an 

assignment o f  relieving a battalion, taking over a 

project +hat was completed, and keeping i t s  oper- 

ation smooth and efficient. Such was our initial 

job overseas. We were green as an organized 

outfit. We were bewildered by the complexities 

o f  an advanced naval base. But most of all we 

quickly realized thaf life in the tropics was a con- 

fused contrast t o  that in a temperate climate. 

Problems we hadn't been able t o  anticipate con- 

fronted us on all sides . . . a t  work as well as in 

our personal lives. But we were busy with our 

innumerable iobs and slowly we adjusted ourselvs.i 

t o  this unaccustomed environment. We becam2 

acclimated, mentally and physically. Six months 

after the outfit shipped overseas it was well inifi- 

ated into the intricacies o f  foreign duty. I t  was 

knitted into an efficient and self-sufficient mobile 

construction organization and it was ready for 

sferner stuff. I t s  major assignment, i t s  toughest 

conditions, and i f s  most brillianf production were 

wrapped up in one word . . . Peleliu. 

While Marine line companies were squeezing 

the Japs into their last stand on Bloody Nose 

Ridge, while artillery, flame-throwing fanks and 

dive bombers concentrated a fury o f  hell on the 

hills o f  fhe island fortress, the men of 571 h i t  the 

beach, hacked d hole in the iungle for their first 

camp, and went f o  work on the roads, on the air 

strip, on the 'pontoons and LSTs . . . anywhere 

and everywhere they were needed. If they hadn't 

ye+ quite earned the right t o  be called veterans, 



they wiped away all doubt on Peleliu, and they 

stayed to help transform tha t  wilderness of car- 

nage, the torn, blasted, seared landscape of 
Peleliu, into an outpost base of comparative lux- 

ury and convenience to keep pace with the ever- 

increasing effectiveness of America's war machine. 

For the large majori ty of us our outfit had 
its embryonic inception in September o f  1943. 

During tha t  month, in every section o f  the c o u n  

And a t  the induction centers we got our f irst Full 
contact  with the service policy of herding men 

around. We lost our individualism with a not too 

cjentle introduction into another world. Accep ted  

and approved, most of us made our last fi ing as 

civilians on a seven-day inactive duty status leave. 

Then came the beginning of fhe real thing. We 

said our goodbyes and from 44 states of the 

Union streamed the men who were destined to 

The Seabees? Well, what about the Seabees? 

Let's dissect this IusSy, roaring, working, sweating infant among the branches o f  the United States military services. 

It" a well-known fact  that Seabees are civilians, frained by Marines, dressed in Navy blues, issued Army f ield gear, 

who do skilled construction work a t  WPA wages. But the Seabees are more complex than that. They are heavy equipment 

operators, welders, riggers, divers, truck drivers, dock builders, shovel and drag line operators, carpenfers, office workers, 

storekeepers, plumbers, electricians, cooks, barbers, tailors. The list could go on and on. but  primarily fhey're builders. 

They are o f  practically all ages, from the 17-year-old lad still too young to sprout a beard to  grizzled veterans of hard 

work and Word  War  I who are fathers and possibly grandfathers. They may have come from +he great cities o f  a vast nation, 

from the litl le +owns and hamlets, or from the farms and ranches. But together, welded into an efficient field crew, they 

tackled a stupendous assignment in all sections of the world, f rom lonely little islands o f  the Pacific to  +he blazing sands of 

North Africa; from the foggy isolation o f  the Aleutians t o  the fa r  reaches of South America. 

On the heels o f  the Pearl Harbor raid it became apparent $0 +he Navy Department tha+ a military organization of con- 
sfruction men was essentizl to make possible the long, slow drive back through the great stretches of the Pacific. Builders 

armed with guns who knew how to use them were necessary t o  fhe policy o f  island-hopping that  aid off in ricfory. I+ was no 

job for civilians. 

So the Bureau of Yards and Docks, with the approval o f  the Navy Dzpar+ment, created +he Construction Battalions 

. . . . the Seabees . . . . and turned them over t o  +he Civil Engineering Corps. What  emerged from that union was a band o f  

fighting builders who could and did perform miracles in transforming a strange and hostile wilderness into a base for yef 

another blow a+ our enemies. Their early achievements the Navy to  increase again and again the quota for the 

Seabees. Ther had caught the fancy of an enthusiastic publfc as well as a cautious high command. And they proved thaf 

the confidence placed in +hem was well deserved. 

The Seabees can go back to  their cities and towns and farms with pride in +he knowledge they have done their job in 

the greatest of all wars, and have done it well. It is no longer necessary to  boast o f  the famed slogan, "Can Do." Now fhat 

slogan i s  "Did!" 

try, we were engaged in recruiting-office confer- 

ences and interviews. We were enthusiastic and 
optimistic. Yes, thril led and proud of ourselves 

too, though we 'd  hardly admi t  it. "Build and 

Fight!" that  enlistment slogan soaked into our 

souls. We hustled fhrough the preliminaries of 

submitting letters, signing papers, and listening 

fe the urgent 'salesmanship of the recruiter, who 

painted glowing pictures of adventure and danger 

and patriotism. I t  was an individual invitation to 

' take a rugged job with Uncle Sam. We accepted. 

become buddies . . . the mates of 57 1 .  The line 

of convoy trucks tha t  flanked the tracks a t  Wil- 

liamsburg, Va., carr ied an ominous warning of 

things 'ro come, b u t  we certainly were not  pre- 

pared Cor +he nightmare tha t  was the induction 

center a t  Camp Peary. Suddenly and withouf 

ceremony we were thrusf into a sprawling con- 

glomeration of barracks and areas, a camp that  

offended eyes accustomed to natural o r  archi- 

tectural beauty. Camp Peary had neifher. I t  was 

a raw, hideous gash in the colorful canopy f h a i  



shielded a rolling Virginia countryside. Once 

again there were countless questions t o  answer, 

innurnera ble papers t o  sign, exhausting physical 

examinations, and unending confusion amid the 

catcalls of grinning initiates who yelled, "You'll 

be sor-ry." From all directions our issue of gear 

was flung a t  US, an amazing collection of miscel- 

laneous items that  ranged f rom soap and ma+- 

tresses to pea coats. We staggered through mud 

and rain with our loo t  and dumped it on the sfencil 

the full meaning of regimentation. We drilled 
too,  and how! W e  became acquainted with the  

universal pastime of a serviceman and quickly 

learned the finer details of the fine a r t  of bitch- 

ing. Ye t  +he resentment faded while indoctrina- 

tion worked its subtle effect. We came to accept  

the numbing chill cf October weather, even 

thoucjh most of us, who came f rom the Nor th  and 

Far West, had expected Virginia to b e  Dixie, a 

drowsy, warm land of sunshine. Those grim, ugI7 

The island of  Banika belongs to  a far-flung series o f  archipelagos labeled Melanesia, but more specifically it i s  in the 

Russell group of  the British Solornons. Prior to the war few o f  the Melanesian islands were considered of any importance, either 

from a military or cammetcial point o f  view. Banika was an exception . . . . . a jungle-clad island thaf boasted o f  extensive 

cocanut plantafions repu+edly owned and operated by various soap companies. Ofher than that, the value o f  i t s  produce was 

negligible. 

Banika belongs to  the southernmost of two rows o f  islands +hat form +he Solomon chain. It lies 9 degrees souSh o f  the 

equator due east o f  New Guinea and borders the Coral sea on the northeast. Its climate is hot and steamy, with a rainfall 

of about 120 inches a year. The mean temperature is 82 degrees. The native jungle growth is almost impenetrable and trees 

grow to  giant size. There are no large mammals native to  Banika, but there are rats in abundance. Other small animals include 

the cuscus and PhaTangers which live in trees. Among the larger birds are the black and white hornbill, a great variety o f  

parrots and pigeons, and a fowl similar to  a small turkey. Crocodiles live along coastal waters and w h ~ n  full grown are dan- 

gerous fo men as well as domestic animals. 

The natives arc considered t o  be Melanesians because of their frizzr hair and dark skin. They were, less than a century 

ago, described as "the most treacherous and bloodthirsty race on +he face o f  the Pacific," but under fair freatment became 

friendly and docile. Native art and craftmanship are crude, though they were nofed for their elaborately decorated wooden 

tools and large sea-going canoes. 

The history of all the islands o f  the Southwes) Pacific Fs vague. They were claimed in the name of several nations, buf 

none was willing t o  undertake +he administrative expense of operafing these remote and undeveloped areas. It wasn't until the 

start of the present century that the Melanesian islands were divided among European naiions, and Brifain took over control 

uf these in the Solomon archipelago, including Banika. Exploitation has been confined almost exclusively to  coconut plantations. 

-Abridged from "The Pacific World." 

counter t o  have our names pr inted on everything 

. . . tha t  i s ,  everything except the soap. "Keep 

your soap in your ~ o c k e t s ,  mates. We don't 

stencil soap," was the jeering comment of the 

station force boys who del ighted in addinq what 

they could to our confusion. We were shorn of 

our collective locks; we were mugged for  our ID 

cards. We were boots. 

Perhaps most of us, a t  the time, reqarded 

boot  camp as an ordeal. We were, f o r  all prac- 

tical purposes, prisoners. For a month we were 

isolated from the rest of +he world, and we fel+ 

' the impact o f  military discipline. We knew +hen 

barracks offered l i t t le protect ion when cold blasts 

o f  wind would billow u p  through the great  cracks 

in the deck, o r  sweep in fhrouqh gaps around 

window casinqs. W e  g o t  used to finding the 

swabbing mops frozen st i f f  in the gray  light ef 
early morning. Stoking those wood-hungry air- 

t i gh t  heaters became automatic. The weather 

couldn't beat  us. More di f f icu l t ,  however, was 

the  task of mastering the mil i tary aspects of this 
strange, new life. Who can forget  how foo l is l~  

we fe l t  when we stumbled through those f irst ex- 

asperating at tempts a t  close order dril l? What 

boundless patience our insf.ructors must have had. 
W i t h  slow persistence, though, the workouts on 



the parade q:ound, the inevitable "PT," the nevi 

regulated diet  t ha t  offered vegetables in a wide 

array of dishes, the strictly enforced hours of sleep, 

took the kinks out  of our bodies, p u t  weight on 

some men, shaved it of f  others, and hardened all 

o f  us. A t  compulsory lectures we f idgeted while 

thousands of words of advice were hammered 

into our ears. Only few of them registered. We 

were taught how to salute and whom to salute. 

Few of us remained in the States long enough t o  

they were only more confused than we were, ;f 
tha t  was possible. There was no social life, as we 

had known it; no contact  with civilians, espec ia l l~  

feminine civilians; no taverns or beer hails or 

movies or radios or dance floors. Filling in t h a t  

big void fostered the  process of picking our 

buddies, becoming acquainted with the men 

around us, swapping yarns, reminiscing. Durinq 

our few off hours bull sessions became a habit 

and expanded to include the Navy's fradit ional 

The Palau islands, o f  which Peleliu, Anguar and Koror are a part, are sometimes referred to  as fhe Western Carolines 

and considered an appendsge to  the extensive Caroline group. Before and during +he war they were of greaf military and 

commercial importance to Japan. Behind a veil 04 secrecy the Japs esfablished and operated a major military base in these 

islands, used one o f  the best natural anchorages in the Pacific fo r  their fleet, built up a supply base and had airfields and sea- 

plane bases. Palau resources include bauxite deposyts in valuable quantity, lignite, and guano. The islands produced shell for 

buftons, large catches o f  fish, starch, copra, and pineapple. 

The islands, believed ta  number more than 700 though few of that number are large enough to be of any werfh, form 

a chain 20 miles wide running alrnosf north and south for 77 miles. The Palaus are about 9 degrees north of the equator and 

more than 500 miles due easf o f  the southern fip of the Philippines. The climate is influenced by winds from Asia f o  a greater 

d q r e e  than by the norfheast trades, and average annual rainfall is 156 inches. Mean temperature is about 80 degrees though 

the mercury soars into high brackefs under cedain circumstances. The atmosphere i s  very humid. 

A Spaniard discovered +he islands in 1543. Next contac) with the nafives came 240 years later when a Bri+ish ship was 

wrecked on a Palau reef, bu: not unfil the middle of the 19th century did traders begin to s i f t  into the islands. Spain sold the 

islands to Germany following fhc Spanish-American war and when World War  I broke out in 1914 it was easy for the Japs to  

move in. 

The natives o f  the Palaus are of Micronesian stock, closely related to  Malayans. Whife men had l itf le influence on their 

way of life buf the Japs introduced fheir "culture" and +heir main success was in getting +he natives to  wear Japanese clothes 

in place of  breechclout and grass skirt. The natives are artistically creative and ?heir abiliSies are reflecfed in their textiles, 

woodwork, and taSfooing. Native dances resemble the hula of Hawaii, and the Palauans love +o sing. 

Their homes arc s+ill built in the style of fheir ancestors. The Spanish, Germans, and Japanese all failed to  influence 

fheir architecture, which is identified by high gabled roofs supported by corner pillars, the roof being eifher thatched or made 

of  matting. 

handle with a lack o f  self-consciousness this phase 

of military courtesy. Many of us were made sick 

and sore by our f i rst b i g  dose of medical shots. 

All in all, there was an abundance of innovations 

in the life o f  a boot .  Each day was a series of 

l itf le climaxes. The road to becoming a salty 

Seabee was methodically barr icaded wi th small 

hurdles t h a t  must be crcssed. No t  the least of 

them was the complicated knack required in 

handling sailor gear. Boot chiefs, struggling and  

sweating over the matter  of showing us how to 

roll clothes properly, accented our own ignorance. 

They were supposed to know all the answers and 

and historic specialty . . . scuttlebutt. I t  was 

hardly new, merely another name for rumor and 

gossip, but in b o o t  camp it was concentrated to 

an extent none of us had never known. Our 

language changed, too. W e  walked o n  a "deck," 

no t  a floor. Walls became "bulkheads." W e  

slept in a "sack," insfead of a bed; a bathroom 

was a "head;" we a te  "chow" rather than meals; 

the dummy Liberty rifles we used for  drill weren't 

rifles a t  all, they were "pieces." A n d  so if wen', 

for a month. O u r  schedules . . . we can' t  forget 

the work details, especially KP under a galley 

MAA who was a brute and a bully . . . were so 



full we hardly had the t ime t o  realize we were 

lonesome and homesick. It was mail f rom home, 

the high spot o f  a day, that turned our thought5 

back toward the l i fe and the world and the people 

we had left behind. In due t ime the hectic ex- 

perience o f  b o o t  camp brought  us t o  the all- 
important day. We were "graduated." When 

it was all over, we could ayrec tha t  boot camp 

was a not  unhappy interlude. 

Brea kinq boot brought several changes. The 

majority of us are alumni of 0-10 area and 

moved f rom there to A- l to make up Company 

B of the newly-formed 18th Super Battalion. We 

shook off a few of the restrictions tha t  apply t o  a 

boot  and hod access t o  a beer hall. We began t o  

take on the aspects o f  a complete, closely-knifted 

organization. Here we had more interviews, and 

some of us were sent t o  schools . . . heavy equip- 

ment, s ieel  erection, stevedore, stills and purifiers, 

malaria control, and weapons. But more important 

t o  us, the shif t  t o  A- l  meant our f i rst l iberty as 

Sea bees. W e  donned iurnpers and bel l-bottomed 

trousers, the hallmark of the sailor, and fe l t  o d d  

a n d  foolish and conspicuous as we swarmed into 

historic VJilliamsburg o r  Richmond. I t  was good 

to be among civilians ayain after l iving for  moro 

than a month on a compound that  was strictly G I .  

We discovered that  W i l l i a m ~ b u r g ~  the coloniai 

town that  had been restcred to i t s  splendor of 
Revolutionary days in an interesting and  unique 

project,  was fi l led with sightseeing attractions. I t  

was a quaint town of friendly people. The con- 

ducted tours and the  lectures regarding Will iams- 

burg were lessons in history. During the days 

when the nation was struggling for  i t s  indepen- 

dence this l i t t le town o f  beautiful homes and 

impressive taverns and inns was important for  i t s  

'i'ork river crossing. The entire Chesapeake Bay 

region is  steeped i i  Colonial lore and legend. 

Remember Magruder? Located within the lirnifs 

of C a m p  Peary it was just a name t o  us, b u t  before 

w e  came, it was a quiet, peaceful l i t t le rural com- 

munity basking in its past glory as a stop on the 

military road that  wound from the York river to 

Williamsburg. George Washington rode the 
' 

same pikes that. we pounded wifh heavy feet on 

many a b o o t  march. Richmond, too, was 

an intriguing l iberty town. To those o f  us who 

came f rom the Nor th  o r  W e s t  it was the f i rs t  con- 

tact  with a large southern city. We cursed Vir- 

ginia's liquor laws t h a t  barred us f rom drinking 

anything except beer and wine, though we did 3 

thorough job of it with the big mugs of brew that 
Williamsburg offered. Every fourth night we had 

our fun, bought  souvenirs, and mingled with the 

civilians. 

Whi le we were in advanced traininq, we 

learned we were being trained fo r  war as well as 

work. We drew carbines and went t o  the r i f le 

range to f i re  for record. We pract iced with bay- 

onets, had gas mask drills, wielded wooden ma- 

chetes, and listened t o  instructors emphasize the 

more important  aspects of our training. We 

learned the fundamentals of judo; we t r ied  our 

hand a t  skirmishing and following the hand signals 

o f  a squad leader. We had a l i t t le bit of every- 

thing tossed a t  us, and out  of the confusion we 

began t o  learn the principles, a t  least, 

o f  the methods o f  warfare. Meanwhile, we took 

our turn a t  KP, f i re watch, and duty. W e  

were waiting, and not  too patiently, f o r  our e m -  

barkation leaves. That  g reat  day arr ived on I ? 

November, 1943. Those o f  us who lived in the 

North, East and South were turned l o ~ s e  with ou;. 

passes and tickets in order and our appearanc: 

given a final approval by the OOD. With dire 

warnings about  the penalties o f  being AOL s t i l l  

r inging in our ears, we scattered to our homes. 

W h a t  occurred during those 10 days is an indi- 

vidual sfory for  each man in the out f i t ,  b u t  i f B >  

safe t o  assert tha t  collec+ively we enioyed our- 

selves. It was our last taste of real freedom be-  

fore shipping overseas, and we were conscious of 

tha t  fact as we crowded weeks and months o f  fun 

into those few precious days. Most of us wer':: 

able t o  spend Thanksgiving a t  hcme, and we knew 

that  many holidays would come and yo before 

we could be back with our own people ayain. So 

we made the most of it. 

We returned to Peary to discover tha: w e  

had new quarters, in  B-6 area. The men who had 

stayed behind, those who were to take their em- 





plished that  feat ,  we began moving out  of Camp 
Hollyday t o  the strains of mart ial  music played by 
a battalion band. For once we were able t o  gef 
through the main gafes o f  the camp without 

l iberty chits, and we felt  then that  we had seen 

the last o f  Hol lyday. I t  was a Ionq march we had 

ahead o f  us, and it was dark by the t ime we 

reached the c i ty  o f  Gulfport.  Along the route 

we were joined by a few o f  the wives o f  the men, 

lingering on a t  Gu l fpo r t  because +hey were reluc- 

tan t  t o  leave before we shipped out. These 
women were determined t o  hang on to those last 

few treasured minutes, b u t  the dock gates marked 

the end of the journey for them. They were 

turned back by the shore patrols, and we went on 

alone, down tha t  immense pier t ha t  seemed end 

less thaf  night. The transport Jean La Fit te looked 

enormous, too,  when we caught our f i rst view or' 
her towering sides. In the vast sheds and ware- 

houses there was more confusion and more wait- 

ing. When our turn finally came t o  go up the gang- 

plank there was another checking of the roster. 

We staggered u p  and onto +he main deck, stum- 

bled over unexpected deck coarnings and rings, 

and had considerable d i f f icu l ty  t ry ing  t o  manago 

the steep steps tha t  took us down into the bowels 

of the  b i g  ship. We were assigned t o  our section 

o f  the troops' quarters and became lost in the 

maze of bunks . . . narrow, close together and in 

tiers o f  f ive. But we were weary enough t o  want 

to h i t  the sack, and we settled down to our f i rst 

night aboard a t roop  ship. I t  was a sfrange feel- 

ing. It seemed unreal. This ship, we knew, was 

to  carry us t o  our first Island X and no one, among 
the men, had any idea where tha t  was. 

We were still a t  the  dock early the nexl morn- 

ing but  got under way quickly. We followed the  

twisting, buoy-marked course tha t  brought  us out  

of the shallow coastal waters o f  the Gu l f  in to +he 

open sea. All day we skirted the Mississippi and 
Louisiana coasts and towards evening took a board 

a pi lot who was to guide the ship into one o f  the 

many channels tha t  make u p  the delta o f  the great  

Mississippi river. We were scheduled fo r  a stop 

at  New Orleans and that  night we sailed up-river 

b e h e e n  shadowy shores where Iiq hts winked and 

blinked in a black void. There was last-minute 

work t o  be done t o  the ship, and supplies to be 
loaded. .  . a task t h a t  was finished b y  our men when 

regular stevedores were unable t o  complete it on 

schedule. The following day, which was 9 Feb- 
ruary, we steamed slowly along the sprawling, 

' crowded waterfront of N e w  Orleans. From tha 

foot of Canal street the feeming sou the rn  metro- 

polis spread out before us. We could 1001: d i rect-  

ly into the heart of +he business distr ict,  buf  we 

couldn' t  g e t  o f f ,  so we watched with mixed emo- 

tions as the last continental American c i t y  we 

were t o  see fo r  many months slipped out of vision. 

We retraced, in daylight, the course we had fol- 

lowed the  night before, and for miles and miles 
sailed through +he network o f  land fingers t h a i  

marked o f f  the lanes o f  navigable water. When  

we entered once more the deep,  blue waters of 
the Gulf w e  were finally on our way. 

In company with two  other fransports we 

steamed south as a convoy. Five sub-chasers 

watched over us like mother hens with strange, 

over-sized offspring, ranging far  ahead and on our 

flanks, for  these were dangerous waters. The Gulf 
and the Caribbean were favori te hunting grounds 

for  German U-boats a t  t ha t  staye of the war. 

They were stormy wafers, too. The choppy 
Caribbean kicked u p  a rough sea t h a i  yave to  the 
La Fit te a three-way corkscrew movemenf . . . up 
and down, a wide sweeping roll f rom side to side 

while she plowed her way forward with a steady, 

consistent speed. Seasickness took ifs tcll and 

there were many o f  our men who learned the 
agonizing, helpless feeling produced by a stomach 

that  rebels a t  the unaccustomed motion. Wa 
came t o  know the monotony o f  shipboard l i fe as 

it 's l ived by men jammed into a transport as hurnar: 

cargo. W e  watched the curl o f  bow waves by 
the hour; we saw our f irst porpoises and f lying fish. 
We talked, read, wrote innurnera ble letters, played 

cards, and loafed in the bri-qht sunshine on a t rop-  

ical sea. We quickly learned t o  have respect for  

t h a t  sunshine, t oo ,  as it burned deep into tender 

skin. The ship itself could become almost unbear- 

ably hot as the temperature of sizzlinq steel decks 
worked i t s  way into the three decks of living 

quarters below. The holds were stiflincj, ye t  we 

were herded below each night, locked in as the  
ship observed a rigid blackout. The twice-a-day 

chow line was an experience, and so was the cho:~ 
itself. We had become familiar with the t rad i .  

t ional service problem of buckiny a line, b u t  w- 

d idn ' t  believe it was possible for men t o  e a t  fhar 

chow day after  day and get  enouyh out o f  it to 

keep going. Mess duty  on the La F;+te was a 

nightmare o f  sweat. Even eating, stancling a+ 

those high tables, was something t h a t  was dono 

as quickly as possible so we could emerge, yaspincj 

for  fresh a i r ,  onto the open deck again. Grad- 
ually we became familiar with the ship t h a t  wa5 



t o  be our floating home for  33  days. She was 0 

brand new Liberty ship, reconverted f rom a 

freighter into a transport even before fhis, her 

maiclm voyaye. So she was clean, a+  least to begin 

ialith. Scutt lebutt tha t  we were headed for Havana 

broke out  in  full force +he day a f te r  we had a sub- 

marine scare and changed courses, b u t  on the 

morning of 14 February we me t  four of our own 

subs heading for the Atlantic, and b y  noon ws 

had slipped through the submarine nets guarding 

the enfrance t o  the Panama Canal and had 

dropped anchor off the c i ty  of Colon. From th i s  
vantage point in the quiet  waters inside the g rea l  

breakwater we saw spread before us a modern 

c i ty  and an array o f  barracks and the buildings 

of a permanent military base. 

It was late tha t  afternoon when w e  began 

the run through the series of locks that  l i f ted  us 

from the At lant ic  level, over the spine of land t h a t  
forms the Isthmus of Panama, and down the other 

side %o the Pacific. Gatun lake gave us an oppor-  

tunity for a fresh water shower and we took full 

advantage of i t ,  when we finally could resist the 

temptation t o  stay on deck t o  see our f i rst reai 

closeup o f  an exotic, tropical landscape. Tha 
shores here were almost near enouyh to be 
touched. We saw alligators, strange frees and 

vegetation, and above us the b ig ,  soaring f r igate 

birds. The mammoth locks and gates were an 

imposing sight. This was a highlight o f  our t r ip ,  

rr~ost interesting single experience o f  a long 

voyage. I t  was dark when we made the descen: 
to the level of the Pacific and reached Panama 

City, and dayl ight the following morning revealed 

to us the broad, placid expanse of the greatest 

o f  all oceans. When the dim, blue coastline of 
Panama faded out  a t  last, we had seen our final 

headland for 19 days. 

For those 19 days there was practical ly 

nothing t o  mark one from the other. Once  or 
twice we saw a patro l  plane, once our lookout 

sighted a l i feboat, bu t  our ship kept on, fearing 

a +rap. Another t ime we caught sight o f  a lone 

ship hull down on the horizon. For the rest we 

were completely alone, without convoy, with noth- 

ing b u t  sea and s k y  around us. A t  intervals we 
set our watches back an hour  as the La Fit te 

steamed ever westward. We watched a whale 

spout its geyser o f  water off the starboard bow, 
and several limes we saw the wicked-looking fins 

o f  sharks slice the water. There was an attemp: 

t o  ini t iate physical exercise, but the decks wera 

too crowded and the steel too hot. The days, 

beautiful, serene, and warm, fol lowed each other 

uneventfully. There were no storms as +he Pacific 

lived up to i t s  name. For +he most  part we 

stretched out  on the hatch covers soaking u p  sun- 

shine, reading, wri t ing letters, playing cards, 

shoofiny dice, talking , talking, talking. We came 

t o  know a l o t  abouf our mates in those endless 

bull sessions. Men would recall incidents of their  

civilian lives, which already seemed remote, t ha t  

would start a chain o f  story swapping. Because 

w e  l ived so close t o  the men around us, because 

our social l ife was restricted to just those men, 
and because t ime seemed t o  have stopped, we 

came to know our mates pre t t y  thoroughly. 

The b i g  break in the  dull monotony came on 

I9 February when we went through the ceremony 

of crossing +he equator, becominy ini t iated info 

the deep,  dark mysteries of the O r d e r  of Shell- 

backs. On the forward hatch Neptune held his 

stern court.  Charges were fi led against each 

Pollywog, and Neptune meted out aquatic justice. 

But it was his assistan+, armed with clippers, who 

did the damage. " B u l k h e a d ' ~ a i r c u t s  cl ipped 

short the hair on one side of an initiate's head; 

round spots cu t  to the scalp represented the suq 

and the moon: the equator was represented by a 

swath cu t  across the head f rom ear t o  ear, and a 

similar one from the front t o  back indicated She 

poles. The results were weird and fantastic, but 
tha t  wasn't all. We were daubed with red and 

we were sprayed and drenched with a deck f i re 

hose that  spouted sea water in hard and solid 
streams. When it was all over, we were no longer 
Pollywogs. We were Shellbacks and had our 

rightful places among Neptune's select. We were 

salty veterans of  the  deep and rolling main. With- 
out benef i t  o f  ceremony, we crossed the inter- 

national date line on I March and dropped 24 
houss out of our fives. Four days later we heard 
the f i rs t  excited c ry  of "Land!" Far off the s+ar- 

board  bow there appeared a dark smudge +ha+ 

slowly took on the ouflines o f  an island. Soon we 

passed another, comparatively close. I t  was ;1 

bare cone tha t  thrust i t s  steep slopes f rom the 
ocean without the semblance of a shore. The 
jayged crest was wreathed in clouds, b u t  there was 

no smoke. I t  was a dead volcano. Other islands 

appeared on all sides of us, and dead ahead we 

saw the fa int  pin-pricks of l ight t ha t  indicated a 

blinker signal. We were being m e t  by an escort 

ship that  brought  us into the quiet  anchorage of 

Espiritu Santo in the New Hebrides. 



Here we had our f i rst sample of an Island X. 
one of  Fhe mysterious destinations of Sea bees. 

From the  decks of our transport there was an aura 

of glamour about it. The great  coconut ~ lan ta t i ons  

made an orderly, green pat tern in the darker green 

of the native iungle foliage. Here ,  in a war zone, 

there was no pretense a t  blackouts. Unlike +he 
land we had left ,  untouched b y  war, this spot ir: 
the Pacific was agleam with lights of ail sorts. The 

Quonset huts tha t  were warehouses o r  living 

quarfers were bril l iant beacons in the blackness of 
a moonless night. Trucks and jeeps poked their 

headligllts through the screen cf trees tha t  flanked 

the shore rocld, and  on fhe docks men were a t  
work under powerful Flood lights. There was a 

bustle about the a t n ~ o s ~ h e r e  tha t  indicated even:: 

there had an urgency obocrt them. The anchorage 

was crowded with ships of every size and shape, 
including warships bristl ing with yuns. The ships, 
too, including our own, igncred blackout precau- 

tions here. We could range the open deck a t  a!] 

hours and we could smoke when and where wa 

pleased. Quite a few 07 us had our f i rst exper-- 

ience of  swimming in the Pacific when we used 

the deck of a f lat  water. barge as a diviny boar(: 

and found ourselves coucjht in the stronq currenr 

that swept through the Espiritu Santo channel. 

We were anxious, though, +o g o  on. This wasn'! 
our destinatioin, bu t  for  the first I ime we began 

to  hear mention o f  the Russell Islands and O F  
Banika, mere names t o  us. They began to take 

on some significance, though, as we started u p  

once more the o f  scuttlebutt. The Rus- 

sells were par t  of the Br>it.ish Solornons, we learned, 

and not far away, as we had come t o  judge dis- 
tances. So when we upped anchor- and nosed ou: 

way out of the cresent-shaped harbor a t  Espiritu 

Santo we welcomed the return t o  blackouts and 
the restricted, herded, regimented life as it exists 

on a fransport under way. Once  more we were 

in waters considered hazardous and we were con- 

voyed by  a camouflaged destroye~. tha t  ziy- 
zagged ahead of  us. On 9 March wc siyhted 

Guadalcanal, af that  t ime the most famous of the 

battlegrounds of Ihe Pacific. Al ready +he 'Canal  

was a military legend. It was here the Marines 

halted the onslaught o f  the Japanese sweep, and 
from the ship we could see the broad hillside t h a i  

had been the scene of the bloodiest sort o f  f i g h f  

ing. It was here tha t  the  Amer-icans, over-corning 

the handicaps of being outnumbered and sorei\,r 

lacking in some equipment and arms, beat  the 

Japs a t  their own game and began +he long, slow 

march back through the islands of the Pacific. 

Guadalcanal was an island of rugged and con- 

trasting beauty. Its northwestern t ip,  which 

escaped entirely the ravages of a fierce war, was 

dominated by a cragyy spine o f  mountains +hat 
came directly u p  out  o f  the sea. I t  was swectec- 

ular and awesome natural scenery to look upo!i 

as we steamed past. W e  le f t  the 'Canal and i i s  
historic bat t le areas behind us and headed u p  the 

Solomon archipelayo that  led t o  the  Russells. We 
threaded our way through countless chunks of 
land that  ranged in size f r o m  a rock just  big 
enough to support a single palm t ree to  large 
land masses too large for  us to estimate a t  a 
glance. We finally dropped anchor in a land- 

channel only a few hours a f te r  we left 

Guadalcanal. O n  shore we could see the dock-,, 
the warehouses, the trucks, and the inevitable 

jeeps. Stevedore crews were unloading big cargo 
ships tied to +he pontoon docks. Others were 

busy on ships, which like ours, were moored in the 

channel and disgorginy their f re ight  onto f lat,  

square pontoon barges. The place was a bee- 
hive of act iv i ty .  From our ship Banika looked, 1i.l~ 
+he other islands of  the Southwest Pacific, t o  

be a lush, at t ract ive haven, cool under its canopy 

of green. Of course, we were keenly interested 

in Banika. This was t o  be  our home fo r  many 

months .  And it was here, in Sunlight Channei, 

+ha+ we g o t  our greatest thrill of the entire t r i p  

. . . our firsf overseas mail call. Bag affer bag 
of leffers f rom home came aboard,  and we ali 
spent some happy hours reading the first news 

in more than a month o f  those people back there 

who meant everythiny t o  us. The y a p  o f  thous- 

ands of miles had been br idged and once more 

we felt  as though we had a place in the world. 

The next day,  I I March, we g o t  our orde:s 

+o land. W e  scrambled into ~ a c k s ,  picked up 

helmets and rifles, and somehow managed t 3  

maneuver ourselves down swaying rope steps 

orlto a barge. I t  was hot, +he sticky, humid h e a i  

tha t  will always be identi f ied with our months o : ~  

Banika. Ashore we discovered mud . . . thick 
slippery y o o  that  was tricky to neqotiafe. Physic- 

ally soft a f te r  weeks of shipboard inactivi ty, we 

pa id  for our vacation f rom PT, for  we found that 
march t o  Quonset Village, the receiving center 

for Banika, sheer torture. Swea+ ran off us in 

rivulets. Packs a te  into flesh tha t  was writhinq 

a t  this sudden abuse. W e  gasped for air in the  

heavy, dead atmosphere. N o t  a wisp o f  a breeze 

stirred +he fronds of  the p l m s  that  l ined our route 



of march. We slipped and slid in the mild, cursed 

the  heat and the sweat tha t  bl inded us, and won- 

dered if we could manage the next step. We 

made i t ,  finally, and dumped our gear onto  the 

decks of half-completed Quonset huts. W e  were 

t o o  weary and eihausted t o  wonder about  chow 

for  the first few hours; t o o  t i red t o  care about our 

surroundings. We wanted only t o  be le f t  alone, 
sitting on our packs and t ry ing t o  catch our 

breath again. Hunger eventually altered the 

situation to the extent we were to h i t  the 

road down Oregon Boulevard to the chow hall of 
the l I ti- Battalion. The f o o d  tasted wonderful 

af ter  the stuff we had become used to aboard 

the La Fitte. Feeling pepped u p  on full stomachs, 

we began t o  look around us. This entire section 

o f  Banika was scattered among rows and rows of 
a coconut plantation that ,  according t o  planting 

dates, was about 35 years old. We were t o  sleep 

in these unfinished Quonsets tha t  nestled under d 

roof of ~ a l m  fronds. They boasted a deck and the 

now familiar round roof. Both ends were wide 

open. There were no windows, there were no cofs. 
Some c f  us unrolled our bedding onto  the deck 

in spite of the mud that  was beginning t o  cake 

over the plywood. There were no liy hts,  b u t  thak 

d idn ' t  matter. We talked in the dark, s o m e  of us 

in the sack and some still restless and moving 

around in the blackness. A chief came in and 

ordered us t o  break out our mosquito nett inq 

because in this par t  o f  +he wcrld mosquitos meant 
the danger of malaria. Some o f  the men fumbled 
for  their netting. Some others ignored the order;, 

the nett ing, and the mosquitos, and went t o  sleep. 

Out of all +he chaos we soon had a suggestion 

of order. Work  details were called toyether. 
First order of work was erecting our own tent  ci ty, 

once a campsite had been selected. I t  d idn ' t  take 

long. Rows of coconut palms came down and rows 

o f  tents went up. Equipment tha t  was being 

brouyh l  up f rom our ship was stored under canvas, 

if possiblel or- stacked in the open. We buil t  our 

awn galley and chow hall. Soon we had the 

showers in operation. The f irst rush fo g e t  our- 

selves established was over, and work details begar; 
to take over the assignment tha t  was ours . . . t o  

maintain the island's roads. We inherited a coral 

pit .  O u r  trucks and heavy equipment went into 

action. Back in camp, to indicate how "civilized" 

we were, we had our radio in operation and 
started publication of our own weekly mimeo- 

graphed newspaper, The Maintainer. 

When the I I t h  Battalion moved out, we trans- 

ferred our campsite into pa r t  o f  its o ld area. We 
had learned many lessons about erect ing a camp, 

and the second layout we built on Banika was 

bet ter ,  roomier, more convenient and decidedly 

comfortable by comparison. Tents were f ramed 

in, the galley and chcw hall had concrete decks. 
We had t w o  Quonsets for  recreation halls, and ir; 

one o f  them we even had a bar where we could 

drink our beer and "coke" issue. W e  put up Our 

own theater in record t ime and wound up with 3 

camp laid out  like a town, with the off icers'  coup- 

t r y  and the crew's quarters clustered around the 

administration center. I t  was a cjood camp, as 

overseas camps y o  . . . one of the best on Banika. 

We g o t  squared away again and settled down lo 

the routine o f  work. O u r  men took on rncre and 
more maintenance work on the island. We 
handled the roads, we took care of the  f ighte l  

strip, and we ran the coral pit, which was a matter  

of using wagon drills, blasting and bulldorinp. 

scooping u p  the loose coral with the big shovels, 

and trucking it in an endless stream t o  all parts of 

the island. There were new roads t o  build, and 

qradually our work became mere diversified. -We  
fackled the job of buFldiny a bat te ry  o f  b ig  sfor- 

age reefers. We began and completed a big- 
scale malaria survey for  the d r a i n a g ~  of  threo 

swamps on the island. We constructed a largr  

signal tower on Lever Point and installed the elec- 

trical system. There was a water system t o  be  

p u t  in for  the S-fayiny Area,  and we did that  job 
too. We undertook dock construction, both a t  

W h i t e  Beach and e t  Green Beach. For Quonset 

Vil laye we erected a chapel and remodeled its 

yalley, and fo r  the Red Cross, a t  White Beach, we 

provided recreational facilities, including the con- 

struction of Elms Park, a big sports arena. W e  

took over operafion o f  the tank farm which kep! 

smaller ships o f  the Uni ted Nations supplied wi+h 
fuel, and we did a commendable rush order re- 

pair iob on an LST. We also had a crew werkinrl 

with a pontoon assembly depot. On top of  a3i 
t h a t  fhere was always some sort o f  constructioq 

goinq on in our own camp. Life took on a fam- 

iliar pat tern.  Scutt lebutt f lared and died. 

There wasn't much in the wind tha t  morninu 

near the end of Aucjust 1944 when we q o t  the 

electrifyinq word we were to move. Where t o  +hi; 
t ime? No one knew. The feverish act iv i ty  tha t  

accompanies the breaking of a camp when fime i i  
a t  a premium claimed our full af tent ion for  more 

than a week. Equipment had to be dismantled 





the sound of other b i g  guns. We could pick out 

Peleliu, identi f ied by the ragged peaks of Bloody 

Nose Ridge and the flanking swamps and flatlands. 

Dive bombers plunged a t  their targets in the hills, 
f lattened ouf, and raced away, leaving behind 
them the plume of an exploding bomb that  be- 

gan t o  dissipate before $he booming blast could 

reach our ship. The  lanes were making the 
shortest bombing run in history . . . f rom the Peieliiu 

airstrip, won a t  such b i t te r  cost by the Marines, 

t o  Bloody Nose, about  1,000 yards away. 0:1 
one tip of the irregularly shaped island heavy 
artillery blazed away sf the hills, and the en- 

trenched Japs were lobbing over mortar  shells t o  

answer our concentrated barrage. Off to  one 

side a cruiser was hurling shell af ter  shell in to the 
sharply-broken limestone formations tha t  were 

hcney-combed wifh the elaborate system of caves 

f rom which the Japs fought like rats t o  the finish. 

The entire ridge had been str ipped of vegetat ion 

by the holocaust tha t  encjulfed it and carried the 

naked appearance of desolation tha t  yoes with 

No Man's Land, Impatiently we watched From 

the  deck, a ringside seat t o  a f i rs t  class batt le. 

Usually we were under way, cruising slowly u p  and 
down the shore, waiting for  the word  to come in. 

Some of our men and officers went ashore on th4 
26th and several stayed. O n  the 28th and 29th 
a few work parties h i t  the beach, detai led to do 
the preliminary work o f  establishing a camp, and 
on the 29th we all got orders to go over the side. 

We hauled up sea bays and stood around the 

open deck long enough t o  get  drenched in a 

sudden downpour; then the orders were cancelled. 

The following day,  on 30 September, loaded d o w ~  
with the usual sea bags, packs and rifles, we 

swarmed like monkeys down the landing nets onfo 

the deck of an LST, the ship tha t  was t o  take u s  

ashore. Bombs and shells were still making a hell- 
ish racket on Peleliu, b u t  the  Marines were slowly 

bott l ing the Japs into a corner of the island and 

driving them deeper into their network of barri- 

caded caves. We were parked on the open deck 
of the LST and it beyan t o  rain, one of those 

terr i f ic torrents that  are typical of the tropics. We 
remembered wha t  intelliqence had said about +he 

Feleliu climate and began t o  think it was an undep- 

statement. In record t ime we were soaked to the  

skin; our bed rolls and sea bags were likewise 

waterlogged; water ran through our rifles. 1\23 
one cared abouf tha t  or anything else. The rain 

was cold and the wind t h a t  accompanied it felt- 
sharp. We were completely miserable, until we 

were ordered below and served hot  coffee. it 

was hours before the LST could get her orders to 

come in. PeFeliu i s  an island that  offers no deep, 

p ro tec ted  harbors. When our LST swung her blur?i 

nose toward the shore she scraped and ground he;- 

way over the barrier coral reef, b u t  she made i t ,  

anti soon was t ied  up t o  the stubby pontoon dock 
that  jutted ou t  info the shallow, surf-beaten wafer. 

It was late afternoon when we found our- 

selves on a strange beach, an area o f  churned 

coral sand, a helter-skelter o f  tents and 'dozers, 

tanks, trucks, and "ducks." We piled our sea bags 

in a heap, hauled out  our K rations, o r  C rations 

i h e  could f ind any on the debris-strewn sands, 
and waited some more. Peleliu was a prime 2.u- 

ample cf chaos and confusion. Equipment and 

men, like us, were coming off the  LSTs and l i t ter ing 

the beaches. Line Marines were cominy in from 

the hills, d i r ty ,  haggard and dazed af ter  t o o  man.: 

days and nights o f  combat.  The beach we were 

c n  became a mass of milling men. Sit t iny there 

on a log or splintered stump we watched, fascin- 

a ted by a scene we knew was historic. We 
couldn' t  help b u t  kindle a feeling of pride in these 

Marines, many of them youngsters w h ~  suddenll/ 

took on the appearances of o ld men. I f  we had 
any desire to feel sorry fo r  ourselves and gr ipe 

about  our plight, tha t  urqe vanished when w4 

looked a t  f i le a f te r  f i le of line troops sturnblinq 

and shuffling back frcm the hell t ha t  was st i l !  yo iqg 
on alony Bloody Nose Ridye. Their ranks were 

pitifully riddled. We talked to some o f  those 

boys, who answered our many questions in a de- 

tached serf of way. They were like automatons, 

no* human beinys. A few carried a pa r t  of 3 

machine gun carel~ssly over one shoulder; some 
clutched bat t !e prizes . . . Samurai swords, or 

or rifles o r  Nipponese bat t le banner.,. 

These they wouldn't  sell for  any amount of money, 

b u t  did we have any cigars? 

Despite all this, however, we were reminded 

we had work t~ do. We couldn' t  squat there on' 

the beach trying, with eyes and ears, t o  satisfy an 

znormous cur.iosity. I t  was get t ing dark. Some 

of our men h.ad already left in +he convoy truck; 

for tha t  roucjh clearing tha t  was hemmed in by .2 
dense jungle out o f  a serrated coral and 

limesfone floor. We were in a stranye island 

wilderness, and we had a camp to p;tch. Eve7 

rhoucjh the Marines were slowly wrestiny control 

o f  th is rock, less than three by s ix  miles in size, 
f rom the Japs, it s t i l l  was a hostile land. This w a j  



no t ime to go wandering about, indulging in an 

urge for  sightseeing; so we dug in to  +he icb of 

putt ing u p  pup tents anywhere we could f ind  d 

bare spot large enough t o  permit  it. At ternpt i r lg  

t o  drive ten t  pegs into tha t  coral was nexf t o  an 

impossibility, bu t  somehow we accomplis"ned tha t  

too. Bedding, which had been soaked on the LST, 
was unrolled. Once more we were warned abowb 
rnosquitos b u t  this t ime scorpions and centipedes. 

both poisonous, were added to the l i s t  of natural 

enemies we had to guard against; so some o f  us 

made an e f fo r t  t o  f ind  nett iny in packs or s e ~ l  

bags. We crawled into those t iny uncomfortable 

and inadequate tents for  our f i rst sleep on Pelelill. 

I t  was l i t t le enough. Chunks o f  coral became 

apparent as they punched through to bruise back., 
shoulders and hips. I t  was a restless night. All 
around us there was a feeling of darlger, and this 
was the f irst full contact  we had had with the perils 

of warfare. The air we breathed was put r id  with 
the stench of maggot- infested Jap bodies, which 

we stumbled onto  in the jungles around our camp- 

site. The bril l iant flares tha t  the Marines f i red to 

illuminate the hills with a glaring l ight helped to  

keep the Nips pinned down, b u t  they also inter- 

fered with our sleep. 

Daybreak revealed a camp laid ou+ in a pat- 
tern of crazy angles. W i thou t  thought or regard 

for a sense of order, tents had been pitched in 

haphazard fashion. Our  f i rst thought was wash 

water, so we could get  r i d  of the d i r t  of Pelelir~ 
as well as the grime of the transport. We found 

it, in a natural water hole the Japs had converted 

info a b o m b  shelter. Although the water had a 
rotten smell to  i t ,  the odor  of decayed vegetation, 

we found we could stand it, and we fe l t  refreshed 

in spite of it. Our first "head" was a bomb crater 

close to the edge of our camp. That, and the 

bodies s t i l l  ly ing where they had fallen, a t t rac ted 

big, blue-green flies by the millions. There was 

no escaping them, and when we turned our atten- 

tion to K rat ion chow for breakfast we learned to 

be quick about  eating or the flies would get more 

o f  the food than we did. Dysentery was common 

and perhaps our greatest menace. The chow im- 

proved, and  the  flies decreased once aerial spray. 

iny of the island g o t  under way. We were intro- 

duced to 10-in- I rations, and i t  was a day t o  re- 

member when the cooks surprised us with hotcakes. 

The galley crew did a splendid job for  us under the 

worst sort of conditions. We began to grow a c .  

customed t o  other conditions too.  The blasts of 

the yun bafteries behind us no longer made iitfer:, 

w rves  jump, and when a lone J a p  plane skimmed 
cver our camp to d r o p  a pair o f  bombs iust beyond 
us only a handful of men would get out o f  the;:- 

tents o r  jungle hammocks. W e  were becornin3 

bat t le  hardened. Even though we were not ;r: 

combaf, we certainly were liviny under combat 

cond;fionj. Ye t  camp improvements became ap- 

parent. The qalley was a frame and canvas 

affair, thrown together in a hurry. A n  o f f i ce  t e n t  

and a sick bay were added. Off icers '  tents and 

supply tents went up and the men added whab 
touches o f  comfor t  they could t o  their owq 

welfare. The iungle hammocks were popular 

with some, but  t o  others they were swinging 

coffins, ond they wanted no par t  of them. I t  w-3~ 

cr Jap trick to sl ip up on a man sleeping in a ham- 

mock and kni fe  him f rom below. Along wifh ail 
this, the rains came in a series of deluyes. 

Meanwhile, f rom the f irst day ashore, work 

details were assembled and we scattered all over 

the island on a wide variety of jobs. Most  urgeni 

a t  the t ime was the unloading of LSTs wi th their 

casgoes of ammunition, aviation gasoline, food,  

and equipment. When  we finally had t ime t o  

think of a permanent camp f c r  ourselves, a si te 

was selected just a few hundred fee t  f rom the spot 
where we came ashore on Purple Beach. I t  was 

along a rayyed coastline t h a t  faced the endless 

span of  the Pacific, of fer ing some relief f rom the 
oppressive heat of our hole in the jungle. Durinq 

+he t ime our campsite was being c!eared and the  
tents erected, a defachment was sent t o  nei-qhboi- 

ing Anyuar island t o  bui ld a dock for  the Army,  

cind when those boys came back they had a new 

camp in which to live. Pyramid tents were a sign 

of progress, bu t  we were confronted with a new 

nuisance . . . land crabs. By the thousands thesct 
hideous lookinq creatures swarmed over the camp. 
I1 was foolhardy t o  swing out  of n cot a t  niyhf 
before searching the bare ground with a l ight. !,i 

l ime ,  though, we drove thorn out  even while we 

were yet t ing  used to  haviny them in our midst. 
The camp layout was revised and tents moved i~ 
more orderly rows with raised wooden decks i r ~  

them, and we began to feel comfortable and lux- 

urious again. Some Quonsef huts went u p  to  
house the personnel off ice, the .galley, and t h . ~  

officers' mess and ward room. Soon af te r  tha t  v,=1 

obtained huts in sufficient quanti ty t o  house th.; 
entire crew, and it was then our camp beqan to 

lcok like a small ci ty. 



Our work assignment, too,  began to settle 
down to a permanent basis. W e  took over opera- 

tion of the coral pit, which in reality wasn't a pit 
a t  all. O u r  men were shaviny down a mountain 

cf coral. As on Banika, our ~ r i r n a r y  r e ~ ~ o n s i b i l i t v  

was construction and maintenance of roads, bu; 
other projects became more complex. A n  urgen? 

job was operat iny the pontoon docks a t  Purplz 

Eeach, t ieing up  LSTs t h a t  bucked and plunged i i  
the pounding surf, and assembliny again pontoor! 

units scattered by storms. We did the  carpentry 

work on the femporary Gropac  Nine hospital :n 
the early days on Peleliu, surveyed the East Coast 
road, installed gun m o u ~ t s ,  helped cjrade and re- 

surface the air str ip, erected the permanent huts 

and bui l t  the  furniture fo r  the Navv's Base Hos- 
pital 20, bui l t  the  housing fo r  a Marine air Fighter 

squadron as well as fo r  Naval  Base. We cleared 

the Boat Pool area and bu ik  a series o f  theaferr; 

fo r  various out f i ts  on the island, including oul- own 

Purple Beach theater, which was +he most impos- 

ing on Peleliu. We constructed pil! boxes f o r  the  

A r m y ,  bui l t  a Fleet recreation center, repaired the  

bat te red Jap  administration building, pu f  u p  am- 

munition storage huts in the  hills, and made 

crosses and caskets for the cemetery. We made 

about  everything f rom a bread rack f o r  the i s l a d  

bakery t o  a volleyball court fo r  the admiral's 

camp. Searchliyht towers, sentry boxes, a camp 

for a battal ion, a stone chapel tha t  was- a work of 
beauty,  blasting shut o ld  caves, warehouses . . . a!r 

these and a hundred other iobs were taken on and 
completed b y  the  men o f  57 I .  We manned gen- 
erator a n d  reefer- watches all over the island. We 
sent a crew t o  the ca ryo  ships t o  operate the 
winches. W e  bui l t  monuments and ball fields, took 

over a dredging job and an underwater repair 

project.  There wasn't anything someone in o:rr 

ou t f i t  couldn't  do, and the  stranyest assignmenr 

o f  all, a disayreeable and nauseating piece of 
work, was burying J a p  dead with a bulldozer. h ' e  

also constructed a compound t o  take care or' 

those few Nips who were taken alive in the  viciou.; 

f ight ing tha t  raged until the end o f  November.  

Time passed with surprising speed those f i rs t  

few months on Peleliu. Whi le  we worked and 

sweated on an arnaziny array o f  jobs, +he Marines 
and the Army drove the  Japs t o  extermination. 

Fighting continued for weeks af ter  we landed bur  

gradually tapered off in to sporadic drag-nef hun Ss 

for strays. The famous caves o f  Bloody I\los:. 

Ridye and the China Wal l  drew us, as sightseers, to 
the craqs tha t  were stil l a smoking batt leqround fo 

watch our combat trocps in action. S o m e  of - the 
boys of 57 1 found themselves helping as ammuni- 

t ion and f o o d  carriers, es well as stretcher bearers. 

A few were down by sniper f i re or machine 

gun cross fire, b u t  we had no casualties. Seventv- 

three days af te r  D-day the  island was declared 

secure, ye t  it was in January tha t  we had our big- 
cjest scare. Japs, presumably from other islands 

in the  Pa!au chain, Banded one black, overcask 

night. A cjeneral quarters alarm jerked us out  o i  

cur  cots and we were to ld  they were on the  beach 
only a few hundred yards from our camp. W e  
scrambled in to  clothes and tore packs and sea bays 
(:part t ry ing tc locate cartr idqc be!!$, helmets, nrld 
canteens t h a t  had, we thcuyht ,  been pub away for 

good.  Rifles had been secured in the armory, 

b u t  somehow we rnanayed t o  yet them and reach 

cur  perimeter guard posts in quick t ime.  Far ,3 

couple o f  hours we waited and listened. Random 
fir ing tha t  could b e  heard when we firs1 took ou: 

stations d ied  out ,  and when a yray,  w e t  dawn 

broke, it was deadly quiet. We were called ;n 

i o r  breakfast as comba t  troops took over the kasi 
of combing our end of the island. It brouyht  re-  

sults. Those Nips who weren't killed or captured 

commi t ted  suicide wi th hand ysenades, and tI:? , 

, I .  

~nvasion" was over. 

O u r  months of overseas du ty  were pilinq up. 

In February we celebrated a year out  of the States 

and civilization with a banquet. As we launche,-; 

our second year our losses in complemenf became 
increasinyly obviour. One of our men iiacl h e m  
killed in an accident, several had been hospitalized 

and sent back t o  rear areas or t o  the States and 
eventual discharges. Others went home on emerq.  

ency leaves. W e  were below strength, and in 

March we received our first batch o f  replar,emen+s 

. . . men f rom the  33rd Baftalion who d idn ' f  h a w  
sufficient overseas du ty  t o  their c red i t  when the 

bu t f i t  went home for a rehabil itation leave. B g  
:he t ime May rolled around, with its V-E day, w.3 

heyan t o  think cf our own  prospects o f  qe t f inq  

back t o  +he "old country," and it was then tha t  

a d ra f t  of our veterans was transferred out  o f  57  1 
7 0  real. area replacement centers for r-eassiqnrnen 1 

t o  other ouff i ts.  A few made it home on sick cr. 

emergency leaves. In June we added anot l?c~- 

firoup of replacements, mcstly men f rom resew.-: 

pools and not  Iony ou t  o f  the  States. The corr- 

plexion of the  unit  was chanyiny. Familiar Fat=\ 
were missing and new faces appeared in thc huts, 

on the iobs, and in the chow hall, b u t  thc neYbi 

comers f i t t e d  in to  the scheme of things :p~~icLCu 



snoug h. The first mass exodus f o r  rehabil itation 

leaves came in August, when the men who had 
come to  us f rom the 33rd l e f t  fo r  Stateside. Wher  
that  day would come for the rest o f  us was the 
cb jec t  o f  scutt lebutt for several days. 

The who!e ou t f i t  indulged in a show o f  spon- 

ianecws celebrating the  day Japan t o ! d  the wor!d 

she had had enough and was ready t o  qui t .  I t  was 

the news we had been waiting so long t o  hear, and  

the following cessation of hostilities and capitul3- 

t ion t o  the ultimatum o f  unconditional surrender 

served merely as anti-climaxes. Something new to 

talk about  was almost immediately forthcominy, 

however, when the  Navy  announced a po in t  system 

for discharge. A few le f t  soon af ter  that,  and 

when the c red i t  for overseas dufy  was announced, 

another batch was ready t o  go. Meanwhile, there 

was a job to d o  on Koror ,  one of  the  Palau islands 

the Japs had held throughout the war. Thirty-one 

men and t w o  officers le f t  us for an assignment o f  

undetermined size and per iod  o f  t ime. For them 

it was like making a beach head all over again. 

The c i ty  of Koror ,  with a normal populat ion 3tr 

F 0,000 and  Japan's administrative capital f o r  ai! 
i t s  mandated islands, was entirely wrecked b y  the 
constant aerial blows tha t  had been dealt  it by 
Peleliu based planes. Buildings were blown to 
pieces, homes had been burned out  or had ccl- 

lapsed f rom bomb concussion. Roads were pock- 

marked with big bomb craters. Causeways were 

~ r o k e n ,  and the harbors and inlets around the 
island were filled with sunken shipping. Beyond 

the  c i t y  itself and  its waterfront,  the island was 

prac+fcally untouched. The roll iny, cult ivated hin- 

ferland was a marked contrast to +he dead towrl, 

a strange combination of destruction and beauti-  

ful flowers. Throughout the  bombings the pro- 
fusion of f lowering bushes and perennial plants 

persis-fed. O u r  men moved in to  a ba t te red and 

;hot-up hotel, and being veterans a t  th is sort of 
life soon made themselves comfor table amid kha 
rubble and debris of a ruiqed city. They fooi: 

h e i r  equipment on to  the roads and along the  

causeways, their f i rst work beiny t o  fill craters an.3 

1-estore vital  roads and facilities. 

Back on Peleliu the  resf of the ou t f i t  was st i l l  
on the job in Oc tobe r  1945 put t ing the  finishinq 

touches on a big operat ion started more than 9 

year befcre.  We had jumped into a war and  

stayed t o  see tha t  war hammer i t s  way toward  ths  

~nev i tab le  victory. Even though we were s t i l l  on 

Feleliu, s t i l l  members o f  the now famous Seabee:, 
Gur fhoughts and plans and hopes became more 

and mere civilian. The war was behind us, and for 

most o f  us our mil i tary careers were nearing an 

end. The important  questicn mark fo r  us was 

concerned with our civilian roles in a peace-t ip-? 

world. 
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