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From Bayonets to Black Belts
THE EVOLUTION OF CLOSE COMBAT AND THE  

MARINE CORPS MARTIAL ARTS PROGRAM

By Commander David A. Daigle, CHC, USN; Lieutenant Colonel Daniel V. Goff, 
USMC (Ret); and Commander Peter N. Ott, CHC, USN

Abstract: Since 1775, the U.S. Marine Corps has continually refined its close combat training to address the ever-
evolving demands of warfare. From shipboard actions to trench warfare to urban combat, close combat training 
has always been a major area of focus for the Corps. This progression led to the establishment of the Marine 
Corps Martial Arts Program (MCMAP) in 2000. Influenced by legendary figures such as Colonel Anthony J. D. 
Biddle, who introduced boxing and bayonet fighting, and the “China Marines,” who adopted judo and jujitsu 
in the 1920s–30s, MCMAP’s roots trace back to the Marine Raiders who applied all these techniques to their 
versatile hand-to-hand training in World War II. The Marine Corps’ close combat training has steadily evolved 
since World War II into the comprehensive martial arts system it is today. MCMAP is a cornerstone program 
that develops the warrior ethos by preparing Marines mentally, physically, and spiritually for any conflict. De-
spite MCMAP’s significance, no comprehensive history of its origins has been written. As MCMAP marks its 
25th anniversary, this article provides a close study of its historical development and its crucial role in sustaining 
character transformation.
Keywords: Marine Corps Martial Arts Program, MCMAP, martial arts, China Marines, close combat, warrior 
ethos, character, leadership, core values, spiritual, resilience

Cdr David A. Daigle is the command chaplain at Surface Combat Sys-
tems Training Command San Diego, CA. LtCol Daniel V. Goff (Ret) 
was the commanding officer of Marine Heavy Helicopter Squadron 366 
and is now a professor of naval studies with the U.S. Naval Community 
College. Cdr Peter N. Ott is the Naval Education and Training Com-
mand deputy force chaplain and the N4 at the Naval Chaplaincy School 
in Newport, RI. The views expressed in this article are solely those of 
the authors. They do not necessarily reflect the opinions of Marine 
Corps University, the U.S. Marine Corps, the Department of the Navy, 
or the U.S. government. The authors recently published “Beyond Break-
falls: MCMAP and the Will to Fight” in JAMS, https://doi.org/10.21140/
mcuj.20261701009. https://doi.org/10.35318/mch.2026120101

Since its founding in 1775, the U.S. Marine Corps 
has continually refined its close combat train-
ing to adapt to the evolving nature of warfare, 

combining armed and unarmed techniques, while up-
holding its core ethos of aggressive adaptability. This 
evolution, shaped by lessons from shipboard actions, 
trench warfare, and urban combat, has witnessed 
the gradual integration of martial arts, particularly 

through the influence of legendary figures such as 
Colonel Anthony J. D. Biddle and the “China Marines” 
stationed in East Asia during the interwar period. This 
fusion of close-quarters combat with the martial arts 
began in earnest after World War I, as the China Ma-
rines drew from the brutal lessons of trench warfare to 
introduce concepts and techniques of martial arts into 
new hand-to-hand systems such as Defendu. These 
techniques were subsequently further developed and 
adopted more broadly during World War II, especially 
by the Marine Raiders, who integrated all these tech-
niques and lessons learned into their training. Mar-
tial arts continued to be an important part of combat 
training over the ensuing decades, culminating in the 
Marine Corps adopting the Linear In-Fighting Neu-
ral-override Engagement (LINE) system in the 1980s, 
followed by the implementation of MCMAP in 2000.
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Despite MCMAP’s examination in military jour-
nals, such as the Marine Corps Gazette, and in various 
research articles within academic institutions, includ-
ing the Marine Corps Command and Staff College 
and Naval War College, a notable gap remains in the 
literature.1 Among the published articles and research 
papers on MCMAP during the past 25 years, no single 
work offers a scholarly history of MCMAP’s origins, 
development, and institutional impact. Existing arti-
cles and research papers address certain aspects of the 
program such as training methods, cultural integra-
tion, ethical development, and program effectiveness. 
However, none provide a comprehensive historical ac-
count tracing MCMAP’s historical development and 
evolution from earlier combatives programs. This ar-
ticle fills that gap.

The authors conducted a comprehensive review 
of dozens of articles sourced from notable military 
journals and publications in the field of military stud-
ies.2 Of the 32 articles reviewed, 5 touch on the program 
development and structure of MCMAP, including its 
establishment, evolution, and structure, as well as its 
design, training methodologies, and integration into 
Marine Corps culture.3 Six explore MCMAP’s role in 
fostering ethical decision-making and character de-

1 Based on a comprehensive review of 32 reviewed articles published dur-
ing the past 25 years, the research on MCMAP can be broadly organized 
into the six following categories: (1) program development and structure, 
(2) ethical and character development, (3) warrior mindset and mental 
resilience, (4) program evaluation and enhancement, (5) leadership and 
decision-making, and (6) broader applications and intangible benefits.
2 The authors conducted their research at the Naval Postgraduate 
School’s Dudley Knox Library and the United States Naval War College 
Henry E. Eccles Library. Such things as newsletter articles or articles 
from Leatherneck magazine were excluded from this article’s analysis due 
to their narrative-driven, general-audience focus, emphasizing personal 
accounts and perspectives.
3 Research in the program development and structure category fo-
cuses on the establishment, evolution, and structural components of  
MCMAP, including its design, training methodologies, and integra-
tion into Marine Corps culture. LtCol George H. Bristol, “Integrated 
Fighting System: The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program,” Marine Corps 
Gazette 85, no. 7 (July 2001): 38–39; Maj Christian L. Nicewarner, “The 
Marine Martial Arts Program and the Training of One Rifle Compa-
ny,” Marine Corps Gazette 85, no.12 (December 2001): 14–17; LtCol Kevin 
J. Nally, “Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Progressing to an End 
State,” Marine Corps Gazette 86, no. 12 (December 2002): 20–22; Maj Rich-
ard D. Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the 
Transformation” (research paper, Command and Staff College, Marine 
Corps University, 2002); and Maj Michael J. Durant, “MCMAP: A Holis-
tic Approach to Warrior Development” (conference paper, International 
Conference on Military Education and Training, Quantico, VA, 2008). 

velopment that fosters the cultivation of an ethical 
warrior mindset.4 Seven examine MCMAP’s impact 
on developing mental toughness, resilience, and a 
warrior ethos among Marines.5 Six evaluate MCMAP’s 
effectiveness, propose improvements, or critique its 
shortcomings.6 Two focus on how MCMAP enhances 
leadership skills, decision-making under stress, and 

4 Research in the ethical and character development category explores 
MCMAP’s role in fostering ethical decision-making, character develop-
ment, and the cultivation of an ethical warrior mindset. LtCol Joseph 
C. Shusko, “The Ethical Warrior of the 21st Century,” Marine Corps Ga-
zette 91, no. 2 (February 2007): 20–23; Jack E. Hoban, “The Ethical Ma-
rine Warrior: Achieving a Higher Standard,” Marine Corps Gazette 91, 
no. 9 (September 2007): 36–40; Jack E. Hoban, “Developing the Ethi-
cal Marine Warrior,” Marine Corps Gazette 94, no. 6 (June 2010): 20–25; 
LtCol James S. McDonough III, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Pro-
gram: A Model for Character Development” (conference paper, 2007 
International Conference on Character and Leadership Development, 
West Point, NY, 2007); Jack E. Hoban and LtCol Joseph Shusko, “The 
Ethical Warrior and the Combat Mindset,” Marine Corps Gazette 96, no. 5 
(May 2012): 80–83; and LtCol Jeffery P. Pellegrino, “Countering Societal 
Norms,” Marine Corps Gazette 97, no. 11 (November 2013): 61–63.
5 The category of warrior mindset and mental resilience investigates 
MCMAP’s impact on developing mental toughness, resilience, and a 
warrior ethos among Marines. Harold Kennedy, “Marines Sharpen Their 
Skills in Hand-to-Hand Combat,” National Defense 88, no. 600 (Novem-
ber 2003): 68–71; Capt Jamison Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior 
Ethos,” Military Review 84, no. 6 (November–December 2004): 17–24; 
1stLt Homer M. Brett, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: One 
Mind, Any Weapon,” Leatherneck 89, no. 1 (January 2006): 34–37; Capt 
Bryan Grayson, “Marine Corps Martial Arts: One Mind, Any Weapon” 
(research paper, Command and Staff College, Marine Corps Universi-
ty, Quantico, VA, 2009); Maj Alan R. Singleton II, “The Marine Corps 
Martial Arts Program: The Warrior Mindset of a Martial Culture” (re-
search paper, Command and Staff College, Marine Corps University, 
Quantico, VA, 2012); Maj George W. Childs III, USA, Developing Resil-
ience through the Modern Army Combatives Program (Fort Leavenworth, 
KS: School of Advanced Military Studies, U.S. Army Command and 
General Staff College, 2014); and Capt Roger A. Johnson, “Marine Corps 
Resilience” (thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, Monterey, CA, 2020).
6 The category of program evaluation and enhancement includes stud-
ies that evaluate MCMAP’s effectiveness, propose improvements, or 
critique its shortcomings. Col Michael Flynn, “Does MCMAP Need a 
Facelift?,” Marine Corps Gazette 92, no. 4 (April 2008): 12–13; Maj James 
C. Fuller, “The Synergy of the MCMAP Mindset” (research paper, Com-
mand and Staff College, Marine Corps University, Quantico, VA, 2009); 
GySgt Samuel O. Carter, “Mixed Martial Arts,” Marine Corps Gazette 94, 
no. 10 (October 2010): 94–96; Maj Art Houghtby, “MCMAP for All: 
Adjust the Training Schedule,” Marine Corps Gazette 95, no. 8 (August 
2011): 49–50; LtCol Philip J. Tadena, “Enhancing MCMAP,” Marine Corps 
Gazette 102, no. 3 (March 2018): 60–63; and 1stLt Bryson A. Curtin, “The 
Problem with Semper Fu,” Marine Corps Gazette 106, no. 11 (November 
2022): 31–35.
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adherence to rules of engagement.7 The final six look 
at MCMAP’s adaptability and practical applications 
beyond combat, including its scalability for in non-
combat situations and other intangible benefits.8

This article seeks to address the research gap by 
providing the first comprehensive historical account 
of the program to preserve the institutional memory 
of its development and clarify its original intent as it 
germinated during the course of 15 years under four 
Commandants. The article provides the first detailed 
historical review of MCMAP, charting its evolution 
from the strategic vision of the Commandants, starting 
with General Alfred M. Gray, to its official implemen-
tation under General James L. Jones in 2000. Consid-
eration is given to MCMAP’s unique integration of 
combat proficiency with character development, a 
focus that distinguished it from its predecessors. As 
MCMAP marks its 25th anniversary, this article pro-
vides a close study of its historical development and 
its crucial role in sustaining character transformation.

Evolution of the MCMAP
General Alfred M. Gray Jr.  
and the Renewal of the Warrior Ethos
Following the Vietnam War, the Marine Corps faced 
significant challenges. The war had inflicted 14,000 

7 Research in the leadership and decision-making category focuses on 
how MCMAP enhances leadership skills, decision-making under stress, 
and adherence to rules of engagement. LtCol Brian H. Roberts, “Re-
flexive versus Reflective: Thinking Beyond the Rules of Engagement to 
‘Keep Our Honor Clean’ ” (thesis, Command and Staff College, Marine 
Corps University, 2008); and Capt John M. Gerlach, “MCMAP: Execute 
the Leadership Technique,” Marine Corps Gazette 100, no. 6 (June 2016): 
27–29.
8 The category of broader applications and intangible benefits covers 
research on MCMAP’s applications beyond combat, including its ben-
efits for noncombat roles, societal impact, and institutional integration. 
Maj Scott E. Ukeiley, “NROTC Needs the Corps’ Martial Arts Program,” 
U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 128, no. 11 (November 2002): 64–66; 
Capt Gregory S. Rooker, “Sustaining the Marine Corps Martial Arts 
Program” (research paper, Command and Staff College, Marine Corps 
University, 2005); Maj Jon-Paul Mickle, USAF, “Every Airman a Fighter” 
(research paper, Command and Staff College, Marine Corps University, 
2008); Lt Junior C. Lorah, USN, “Navy Combatives: Adjusting Course 
for the Future” (thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, Monterey, CA, 2010); 
Maj Brian A. Adams, “The Intangible Benefits of the Marine Corps Mar-
tial Arts Program” (research paper, Command and Staff College, Marine 
Corps University, 2015); and Cdr David A. Daigle, USN, LtCdr William 
M. Schweitzer, USN, and Maj Marianne C. Sparklin, “Spiritual Readi-
ness in the Age of EABO,” Marine Corps Gazette 106, no. 11 (November 
2022): 72–77.

more casualties than World War II, resulting in a 
deep institutional wound to the Corps.9 It was also 
a turbulent period in society, which was reflected in 
the Corps by the loss of good order and discipline. 
Thousands of Marines were involved in various con-
flicts and discipline issues, threatening its cohesion 
and institutional integrity.10 These internal conflicts, 
insubordination, substance abuse, and violence erod-
ed cohesion and military readiness, endangering its 
elite combat reputation and the sterling reputation 
the Corps had gained by the blood that was shed in 
earlier wars.11 In a January 1975 article for Marine Corps 
Gazette, Lieutenant General Samuel Jaskilka, the As-
sistant Commandant of the Marine Corps, acknowl-
edged these issues and called Marines to action.12 His 
remarks spurred an intense period of institutional 
self-reflection to restore good order and discipline 
and reaffirm the Corps’ elite status, strength, disci-
pline, and readiness.13

The Camp Lejeune race riots of July 1969 high-
lighted the concerns Jaskilka raised. Racial tensions 
were growing in American society during the 1960s, 
which boiled over after Martin Luther King Jr. was 
assassinated in April 1968.14 The Marine Corps was in 
crisis. Black Marines found themselves in a highly vol-
atile environment, where even minor disagreements 
could quickly escalate into major confrontations fu-
eled by underlying racial tensions and societal unrest.15 
As racial animosity intensified, troops began rioting 

9 Maj John J. Franklin, “Another Long March: Lessons from the Post-
Vietnam Rebuild of the Marine Corps, 1969 to 1989” (thesis, School of 
Advanced Military Studies, U.S. Army Command and General Staff 
College, Fort Leavenworth, KS, 2014), 25–26.
10 Franklin, “Another Long March: Lessons from the Post-Vietnam Re-
build of the Marine Corps, 1969 to 1989,” 25–26.
11 See Allan R. Millett, “The U.S. Marine Corps: Adaptation in the Post-
Vietnam Era,” Armed Forces & Society 9 no. 3 (Spring 1983): 364.
12 LtGen Samuel Jaskilka, “Quality and Leadership,” Marine Corps Gazette 
59, no. 1 (January 1975): 43.
13 Jaskilka, “Quality and Leadership,” 25.
14 See for example, Lorraine Boissoneault, “Martin Luther King Jr.’s As-
sassination Sparked Uprisings in Cities Across America,” Smithsonian 
Magazine, 4 April 2018.
15 See for example, Charles P. Neimeyer, Marines in Crisis: The Cold 
War Transformation of the U.S. Marine Corps, 1947–1995 (Quantico, VA: 
Marine Corps University Press, 2024), 140–48, https://doi.org/10 
.56686/9798986259468.
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at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, in 1969.16 Corporal 
Edward Bankston, a White Marine and a decorated 
Vietnam veteran, was beaten to death by fellow Ma-
rines.17 Additionally, two other White Marines were 
stabbed, and numerous others were seriously injured 
in the ensuing melees.18 Between January and August 
of 1969, “there were 160 reported racial incidents at 
Lejeune (though numerous Marines, white and black, 
described the confrontations as constant).”19 The in-
cidents were not isolated to Camp Lejeune but were 
widespread, impacting Marine Corps bases and sta-
tions on the East and West Coasts, leading to open 
confrontations, as well as more subtle forms of dis-
crimination. 

Commanders also faced disciplinary challenges 
beyond racial tensions, insubordination, unauthor-
ized absences, and substance abuse, which plagued 
the post–Vietnam Marine Corps.20 The shift to an all-
volunteer force was hindered by negative public senti-
ment, making military service less appealing than the 
private sector.21 Already low recruitment standards 
were exacerbated by judges who offered offenders a 
choice between joining the Corps or serving jail time, 
which further diluted personnel quality.22 Despite ef-
forts to remove “ineffectives,” the Corps had some of 
the worst discipline indices among the U.S. military 

16 Jay Price, “In 1969, the Military Thought It Had Eliminated Racism 
in Its Ranks. Then Troops Began Rioting,” American Homefront Project 
(19 July 2019).
17 Price, “In 1969, the Military Thought It Had Eliminated Racism in 
Its Ranks. Then Troops Began Rioting.” See also Neimeyer, Marines in 
Crisis, 140.
18 Price, “In 1969, the Military Thought It Had Eliminated Racism in Its 
Ranks. Then Troops Began Rioting.”
19 See Neimeyer, Marines in Crisis, 140.
20 See Millett, “The U.S. Marine Corps: Adaptation in the Post-Vietnam 
Era,” 378.
21 LtCol Daniel L. Cuda, USAF, “The Hollow Force That Was,” Air & 
Space Forces Magazine, 1 April 1994. 
22 James B. Woulfe, Into the Crucible: Making Marines for the 21st Century 
(New York: Presidio Press, 1998), 6.

branches (table 1), raising concerns about combat 
readiness and the state of the warrior ethos.23

Ultimately, this challenging period in Marine 
Corps history was marked by the erosion of good order 
and discipline, as well as poor cohesion among both 
units and individuals throughout the Marine Corps 
as a whole. It was further compounded by a failure 
in leadership to recognize and stave off the growing 
racial tensions more effectively.24

The post–Vietnam era made it clear that the 
Corps needed to examine its combatives and its ap-
proach to physical conditioning. Unit-level condition-
ing in the 1980s was disorganized, often resembling 
pickup football, with a hodgepodge of personnel 
teaching varied boxing or hand-to-hand skills.25 When 
Gray was selected as the 29th Commandant of the Ma-
rine Corps in 1987, his appointment marked a turning 
point in the Corps’ history, signaling a revival of the 
warrior ethic.26 Indeed, his tenure was so pivotal that 
it is often referred to as the “second enlightenment of 
the Marine Corps,” following the first under General 
John A. Lejeune.27

Like Lejeune, Gray’s transformational leadership 
profoundly shaped Marine Corps culture.28 He estab-
lished the Marine Corps University and launched the 

23 Millet, “The U.S. Marine Corps: Adaptation in the Post-Vietnam 
Era,” 379. See also Franklin, “Another Long March: Lessons from the 
Post-Vietnam Rebuild of the Marine Corps, 1969 to 1989,” 28. For con-
cerns about combat readiness and warrior ethos, see for example, Yi, 
“MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 17 (defining warrior ethos as 
an intersection of physical, mental, and character discipline). See also 
Richard M. Swain and Albert C. Pierce, The Armed Forces Officer (Wash-
ington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2017), 9, where the au-
thors define military ethics and ethos as: “The military ethic is a warrior 
ethic and the military ethos is a warrior ethos, a point made clear by the 
Soldier’s Creed, the Marine Hymn, the Sailor’s Creed, and the Airman’s 
Creed.” 
24 Woulfe, Into the Crucible: Making Marines for the 21st Century, 6.
25 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 30.
26 See Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 18. See also, Maria 
L. LaGanga, “Gray Tours Bases: Be ‘Warriors’ Again, Top Marine Urges,” 
Los Angeles Times (Orange County edition), 15 July 1987, 3.
27 Charles P. Neimeyer, “General Alfred M. Gray Jr., USMC (Ret), 29th 
Commandant of the Marine Corps: 22 June 1928–20 March 2024,” Marine 
Corps History 10, no. 1 (2024): 67–68.
28 See LtCol James T. Dillon, “John A. Lejeune, the Marine Corps’ Great-
est Strategic Leader” (thesis, U.S. Army War College, Carlisle Barracks, 
PA, 2008).
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Table 1. U.S. Marine Corps indiscipline

1971 1975

Brig population per 1,000 7.80 8.7

Unauthorized absences of more than 30 days per 1,000 5.8 99.8

Percentage of men who did not complete first enlistment unknown 41.9

Courts-martial per 1,000 69.5 68.9

Commandant’s Professional Reading List.29 Most no-
tably, he implemented significant doctrinal changes 
by establishing maneuver warfare through Warfighting, 
Fleet Marine Force Manual (FMFM) 1.30 This publi-
cation became the cornerstone of how Marines fight. 
Known colloquially as the “little white book,” it was 
an immediate watershed that changed tactics and pro-
cedures throughout the Corps.31 Gray also addressed 
other hangovers from the post–Vietnam years, such 
as the lack of a standardized close combat system and 
that units relied on boxing or hand-to-hand train-
ing on an ad hoc basis, depending on the personnel 
serving in the unit and their skill sets.32 His concern 
catalyzed developing a formal martial arts program 
that improved fitness; restored discipline, pride, and 
professionalism; and renewed the Corps’ warrior cul-
ture.33 

Gray determined to revitalize the Corps’ warrior 
ethic by reintroducing bayonet training as part of the 
basic package for all Marine recruits, supplementing 
this training with physically demanding martial arts 
skills that simulated one-on-one combat. The purpose 
of this bruising, demanding training was to reempha-

29 See for example, Paul Otte, comp., Grayisms and Other Thoughts on 
Leadership from General Al Gray, USMC (Retired) 29th Commandant of the 
Marine Corps (Arlington, VA: Potomac Institute for Policy Studies, 2015).
30 Warfighting, Fleet Marine Force Manual (FMFM) 1 (Washington, 
DC: Headquarters Marine Corps, 1989), was superseded by Warfight-
ing, Marine Corps Doctrine Publication (MCDP) 1 (Washington, DC: 
Headquarters Marine Corps, 1997). For more on the significance of 
Warfighting, see e.g., Neimeyer, Marines in Crisis, xviii–xix.
31 See for example, Gen David H. Berger, “33rd Anniversary of Fleet 
Marine Force Manual (FMFM) 1—Warfighting,” Headquarters Marine 
Corps, 8 March 2022.
32 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 30.
33 Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 18.

size the importance of physical and competitive ag-
gressiveness as a core element of the warrior ethos.34

The Marine Corps has a long history of close-
quarters combatives training, evolving continuously 
over time.35 Over the past century, pioneers such as 
Biddle, Stavers, Styers, and Walker developed various 
close combat systems that were adopted by differ-
ent Marine Corps units.36 In March 1989, the Marine 
Corps made a historical decision by adopting the Lin-
ear In-Fighting Neural-override Engagement (LINE) 
system.37 LINE represented a major advancement 
in that it standardized and institutionalized close 
combat training for the first time in Marine Corps 
history.38 Its unique design was tailored to meet the 
specific needs of the Marine Corps.39 LINE was seen 
as a practical and effective solution for close combat 
training. Its key advantages include practicality and 
ease of learning.40 The techniques were organized into 
smaller, manageable units called “ditties,” making 

34 Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 18.
35 Bristol, “Integrated Fighting System: The Marine Corps Martial Arts 
Program,” 38.
36 Bristol, “Integrated Fighting System: The Marine Corps Martial Arts 
Program,” 38. For insights into the evolution of martial arts within the 
U.S. Army, see Childs, Developing Resilience through the Modern Army 
Combatives Program, 10.
37 LINE was officially adopted by the Marine Corps in March 1989 
through a course content review board at Quantico, VA. The primary 
official publication detailing the system is Close Combat, FMFM 0-7 
(Washington, DC: Headquarters Marine Corps, 1993). See also Hall, 
“The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Transforma-
tion,” 31; Lorah, “Navy Combatives: Adjusting Course for the Future” 19; 
and Singleton, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: The Warrior 
Mindset of a Martial Culture,” 15.
38 See GySgt Ronald S. Donvito, “Close Combat: The LINE System,” Ma-
rine Corps Gazette 79, no. 2 (February 1995): 22.
39 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 31. See also Lorah, “Navy Combatives: Adjusting Course for 
the Future,” 19.
40 Donvito, “Close Combat: The LINE System,” 24.

Millet, “The U.S. Marine Corps: Adaptation in the Post-Vietnam Era,” 379;  
and Franklin, “Another Long March: Lessons from the Post-Vietnam Rebuild of the Marine Corps, 1969 to 1989,” 28.
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Captain Samuel Nicholas
Commandant, 1775–83 (died 1790)
The first Marine Corps Commandant. He led early amphibious 
assaults and shipboard actions. He established practical demands 
of naval combat during the Revolutionary War, and martial skills 
of Marine boarding parties, relying on bayonet and cutlass tech-
niques in close-quarters engagements.

Colonel Anthony J. D. Biddle Sr.
World War I through post–World War II (died 1948)
He pioneered formalized bayonet and hand-to-hand training, 
developed an eclectic system, and authored Do or Die: A Manual 
on Individual Combat (1944). He is considered the godfather of 
all China Marines, was a pioneer in Marine Corps hand-to-hand 
and bayonet combat training, and is known for the Biddle Meth-
od of Close-Combat.

Lieutenant Colonel Rex Applegate
Interwar through post–World War II (died 1998)
He is best known for his manual Kill or Get Killed: A Man-
ual of Hand-to-Hand Fighting (1943), a foundational text for 
hand-to-hand combat. The Corps adopted and published an 
updated edition as Kill or Get Killed, Fleet Marine Force Ref-
erence Publication 12-80. He also coauthored (with Kelly 
Yeaton and Lieutenant Colonel Samuel S. Yeaton) The First 
Commando Knives (1996). He was heavily influenced by Brit-
ish Commandos William E. Fairbairn and Eric A. Sykes, with 
an even more streamlined and brutal system. He developed 
the Applegate-Fairbairn fighting knife, improving on the  
Fairbairn-Sykes dagger.

Captain Wallace M. Greene Jr.
Interwar through post–World War II (died 2003)
A China Marine and the 23d Commandant of the Marine Corps, 
he served with the 4th Marine Regiment in Shanghai, China, 
from 1937 to 1939 and in the South Pacific during World War II. 
He brought kung fu techniques into the Marine Corps. 

Captain Samuel B. Griffith
Interwar through post–World War II (died 1983)
A China Marine who learned and disseminated kung fu tech-
niques within the Corps, he served as executive officer and later 
commander of the 1st Marine Raider Battalion on Guadalcanal.

Lieutenant Colonel William E. Fairbairn;  
Major Eric A. Sykes
British Army, World War II (died 1960 and 1945, respectively)
Together, they created Defendu, which synthesized elements 
from various Asian and Western fighting styles, including judo, 
jujitsu, savate, boxing, and wrestling. They are renowned for de-

signing the iconic Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife, a double-edged 
dagger optimized for close-quarters combat. They coauthored a 
book on pistol shooting, Shooting to Live (1942). 

Major Dermot Michael “Pat” O’Neill
World War II (died 1985)
A significant but often under-recognized figure in the early de-
velopment of close-combat training in the Marine Corps. His 
methods directly influenced Linear Infighting Neural-override 
Engagement (LINE), used by the Marines from the 1980s to 2000. 
He developed the O’Neill Method of Close Combat. His teach-
ings—alongside those of Fairbairn, Sykes, and Applegate—laid 
the groundwork for Marine Corps martial arts. His style empha-
sized “gouge-and-maim” combat.

Lieutenant Colonel Samuel G. Taxis
Interwar through post–World War II (died 1984)
A China Marine, he collaborated with Fairbairn on the evolu-
tion of Marine Corps close combat doctrine. He helped bridge 
Eastern martial arts (such as jujitsu) and Western military com-
batives. His work is cited in Biddle’s influential manual Do or Die 
for his developments in Defendu. He laid the groundwork for 
the practical hybrid approach that would eventually characterize 
Marine Corps martial arts training.

Colonel Anthony Walker
Interwar through post–World War II (died 1979)
A decorated Marine Raider in World War II, he led a company 
and earned recognition as the Corps’ knife-fighting champion. 
He was also instrumental in training the Raiders in close-quar-
ters combat. He is renowned for his martial arts prowess within 
the Marine Corps; his expertise and legacy had a lasting impact 
on modern Marine Corps combat training.

Lieutenant Colonel Samuel S. Yeaton
Interwar through post–World War II (died 1979)
Another China Marine, he collaborated closely with other prom-
inent close-combat pioneers, such as Fairbairn, Sykes, Moore, 
and Taxis. His work laid foundational elements that echoed in 
later formalized systems. He was the archetypal “scholar-war-
rior,” and his brother, Kelly Yeaton used their correspondence as 
the primary source for his influential book The First Commando 
Knives (1996), coauthored with Colonel Rex Applegate.

Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Hayward
1950s (died 1962)
He served in a pivotal role in the evolution of Marine Corps mar-
tial arts during the 1950s by tasking Gunnery Sergeant Bill Miller 
to develop a new lethal curriculum at Marine Corps Recruit De-
pot San Diego, California.

Marine Corps Close Combat/Martial Arts Key Figures
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Gunnery Sergeant Bill Miller
1950s
He developed a standardized, lethal hand-to-hand curricu-
lum that integrated techniques from Okinawan karate, judo, 
tae kwon do, boxing, and jujitsu (Miller’s Combat Curricu-
lum) that was taught to all recruits at Marine Corps Recruit 
Depot San Diego. Miller’s approach emphasized not only 
physical techniques but also the mental and character devel-
opment of Marines, a philosophy that continues in the mod-
ern MCMAP. His system became the foundation for later 
Marine Corps martial arts programs influencing the creation 
of the LINE system, which later gave way to MCCCP and 
ultimately to MCMAP.

Master Sergeant Arcenio James Advincula
Vietnam through 1990s 
He is recognized as a pioneering figure in Marine Corps close 
combat training. His work influenced generations of Ma-
rines and contributed to the institutionalization of martial 
arts training throughout the Corps. Advincula’s philosophy 
emphasized discipline, adaptability, and the use of all avail-
able resources in combat. His teachings and innovations are 
foundational to the modern MCMAP.

Master Sergeant Ron Donvito
1989–98
He was the creator of LINE, the first standardized close-
quarters combat system adopted by the Marine Corps. Don-
vito’s work is a significant chapter in the evolution of martial 
arts in the Corps.

Lieutenant Colonel George H. Bristol
ca. 2000
Bristol is recognized as a principal founder and architect of 
MCMAP. He transformed close combat training from a fo-
cus on purely lethal techniques to a scalable system suitable 
for both lethal and nonlethal engagements.

Master Gunnery Sergeant Cardo Urso
ca. 2000
He restructured the existing MCCCTP into what became 
MCMAP, creating a tiered belt system and a comprehen-
sive program that develops “ethical warriors” who embody 
the Marine Corps’ core values. Urso was in charge of the 
MCCCTP from 1997 to 1999. Credited along with Bristol for 
transforming Marine close combat training.

them easier to remember and apply in high-pressure 
situations.41 In a 1995 article published in the Marine 
Corps Gazette, Gunnery Sergeant Ronald S. Donvito 
described the significance of LINE, saying,

It is very popular today to speak of the 
sophistication of warfare, how we are 
moving ever so rapidly toward dehu-
manizing combat through technology. 
A mere moment’s return to reality is 
all that is necessary to point out that if 
anything, warfare is moving in the op-
posite direction of dehumanization. 
Conflicts remain vicious and ruthless 
affairs, often internal and personal 
struggles in which the enemy has no 
conception of honor or mercy. . . . It 
is our chosen profession to be war-
riors. At Parris Island or San Diego we 
train warriors, not aviation mechan-
ics or disbursing clerks. At The Basic 
School there are no pilots or supply 
officers, there are only leaders of war-
riors. If anyone has joined the Marine 
Corps for any other reason than to be 
a warrior, he has made a mistake. It 
is our responsibility to fight our Na-
tion’s battle, and we must be in con-
stant preparation for this task. . . . 
Close combat training, when properly 
conducted, allows leaders and, just as 
important, peers to witness a Marine’s 
actions and reactions in the climate of 
intense interpersonal violence. Actual 
combat is not the proper time for an 
introduction to violence at this level.42

41 Donvito, “Close Combat: The LINE System,” 24. See also Maj James 
F. Blanton, “Hand to Hand Combatives in the US Army” (thesis, U.S. 
Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, KS, 
2008), 40.
42 Donvito, “Close Combat: The LINE System,” 22. For a historical ac-
count of the development of LINE, see Tank Todd, “Ron Donvito and 
the L.I.N.E. System,” Fight Times, 22 February 2007. According to Todd, 
LINE was developed in the 1970s by then-civilian Ronald S. Donvito, 
who later enlisted. LINE is a backronym (i.e., an acronym formed from 
an already existing word by expanding its letters into the words of a 
phrase).
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Donvito rightly emphasized the brutal, personal na-
ture of close combat, asserting that every Marine must 
be a warrior first. This message resonated with Com-
mandant Gray, who intended to rebuild a warrior-
centric culture.

As the Marine Corps’ first standardized martial 
arts program from 1989 to 1998, LINE was a step for-
ward, but it soon revealed its limitations.43 However, 
its narrow focus on aggressive combat techniques, 
such as the “kill stomp,” lacked versatility for non-
combat scenarios, including escalation-of-force or 
nonlethal encounters.44 It was designed for deadly en-
counters that focused on techniques to dismantle an 
enemy’s attack through joint locks, breaks, and nerve 
damage. Although it excelled in straight-up combat, it 
fell short in versatility, with no appropriately scalable 
response when lethal force was not the answer. Thus, 
its singular focus on physical techniques also came at 
the detriment of character development, leadership, 
and warrior ethos, which the Corps considered es-
sential for properly trained Marines. As a result, the 
Marine Corps began to search for a more flexible sys-
tem that built on this initial foundation to develop 
a broader program that integrated physical fighting 
skills, mental resilience, ethical decisionmaking, and 
the Corps’ core values of honor, courage, and commit-
ment. It just so happens that the Commandants who 
followed Gray were up to the task.

General Carl E. Mundy, Jr:  
Get an Ethics and Moral Values Effort Going!
In 1991, General Carl E. Mundy Jr., became the 30th 
Commandant of the Marine Corps, leading during 
a transitional period following the end of the Cold 
War that was marked by stability.45 As a self-described 
“sustaining Commandant,” Mundy navigated force re-
structuring amid expectations of a “peace dividend,” 

43 See for example, Blanton, “Hand to Hand Combatives in the US 
Army,” 18; and Bristol, “Integrated Fighting System: The Marine Corps 
Martial Arts Program,” 38.
44 Singleton, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: The Warrior 
Mindset of a Martial Culture,” 15.
45 LtCol Frank G. Hoffman, “The U.S. Marine Corps,” U.S. Naval Insti-
tute Proceedings 122, no. 5 (May 1996).

prompting congressional downsizing debates.46 Mun-
dy’s lasting legacy is his role in establishing honor, 
courage, and commitment as the core values of the 
Marine Corps in 1991.47 The initiative to define the 
Corps’ core values began with a little-known memo-
randum addressed to Mundy from Captain Larry H. 
Ellis, the chaplain of the Marine Corps. In this memo-
randum, Ellis wrote:

Many of the values to which the U.S. 
Marine Corps is committed are no 
longer supported by contemporary 
culture. The need to defend and sup-
port the values fundamental to the 
Corps requires a focused effort. . . . 
The strength of the Marine Corps is 
leadership within a context of honor, 
sustained by sacrifice. This strength 
has the potential to remedy the weak-
nesses of a culture that has forgotten 
that its young need to be mentored 
and nurtured, that a sense of honor 
must be taught, that for the good of 
all, individuals must be willing to 
sacrifice personal prerogatives. The 
Corps, therefore, has an opportunity 
and the obligation to protect Marines 
from the destructive consequences of 
an immoral lifestyle by teaching char-
acter and instilling a code of Honor.48 

The Commandant’s reply was in “wholehearted 
support, penning over the memo, ‘Need to investigate 
and get an ethics and moral values effort going!’ ”49 

46 Hoffman, “The U.S. Marine Corps.” See also, Neimeyer, Marines in 
Crisis, iv. Emphasizing “people issues,” Mundy coined the Corps as the 
nation’s “9-1-1 Force,” a predecessor of today’s “crisis response force.”
47 See for example, Gen Carl E. Mundy Jr., “General Carl E. Mundy’s 
Core Values Speech,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 130, no. 4 (April 
2004): 45. See also “Marine Corps Core Values,” in Marine Corps Values: 
A User’s Guide for Discussion Leaders, Marine Corps Training Publication 
(MCTP) 6-10B (Washington, DC: Headquarters Marine Corp, 2016), 
app. B; SgtMaj Troy E. Black, Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps 
memo, “Core Values, Not Just Words,” July 2021; and Marine Corps Order 
(MCO) 1500.56, Marine Corps Values Program (Washington, DC: Headquar-
ters Marine Corps, 19 December 1996).
48 See Capt Eugene E. Gomulka, USN (Ret), “Honor, Courage, Com-
mitment,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings 130, no. 4 (April 2004): 44–45.
49 Gomulka, “Honor, Courage, Commitment,” 44–45.
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These core values would be key elements of the new 
martial arts program.

Mundy continued to build and expand on Gray’s 
warrior-ethos initiatives and innovations.50 In 1994, 
his final year as Commandant, Mundy launched the 
Vision 21 Project to shape the Marine Corps’ twenty-
first century role.51 Led by Assistant Commandant 
General Richard D. Hearney, the initiative tasked 
leaders to envision future national scenarios and the 
Corps’ place within them.52 All 19 lieutenant and ma-
jor generals participated, ensuring Mundy’s successor 
(Charles C. Krulak in 1995) benefited from their col-
lective insights.53 It is significant to note that Vision 
21’s recommendations directly informed Krulak’s 1995 
Commandant’s Planning Guidance, facilitating a seam-
less leadership transition as all his senior officers 
“would be intimately familiar with the knowledge 
that informed the new Commandant’s thinking.”54 It 
is also noteworthy that Krulak drew heavily from Vi-
sion 21’s final report in drafting his 1995 guidance.55

Vision 21 featured prominent participants, in-
cluding futurist John L. Petersen, science writer M. 
Mitchell Waldrop, and military historian Roger A. 
Beaumont, who introduced the concept of nonlinear-
ity into planning discussions.56 Among the presenters 
was Richard Strozzi-Heckler, who holds a doctorate 
in psychology and a seventh-degree black belt in ai-
kido.57 In his book, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, he 
detailed his experiences at Camp Pendleton in spring 
1995 while participating in Vision 21.58 He noted that 
the diverse group included political scientists, physi-

50 Compare with Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 19: 
“Subsequent commandants [to Gray] continued to build and expand 
warrior-ethos initiatives and innovations.” See also Terry Terriff, “Of 
Romans and Dragons: Preparing the US Marine Corps for Future War-
fare,” Contemporary Security Policy 28, no. 1 (2007): 143–62.
51 Terriff, “Of Romans and Dragons,” 158n5; and Marinus, “Maneuverist 
No. 3: The Dynamic, Nonlinear Science behind Maneuver Warfare,” Ma-
rine Corps Gazette 104, no. 11 (November 2020): 93–98.
52 See Terriff, “Of Romans and Dragons,” 158n5.
53 Terriff, “Of Romans and Dragons,” 158n6.
54 Marinus, “Maneuverist No. 3,” 94.
55 Marinus, “Maneuverist No. 3,” 94.
56 Marinus, “Maneuverist No. 3,” 94.
57 “Richard Strozzi-Heckler, PhD,” Staff, StrozziInstitute.org, accessed 
6 May 2026.
58 Richard Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit: Teaching Aware-
ness Disciplines to the Green Berets, 4th ed. (Berkeley, CA: Blue Snake 
Books, 2007), 347.

cists, technologists, defense consultants, ecologists, 
and futurists, as well as general officers.59 Strozzi-
Heckler emphasized that martial arts training tran-
scends combat techniques, fostering an inner mindset 
and character development integral to the warrior 
ethos. Beyond a fighting system, it provides a value 
framework tied to the warrior ethos.60

His Vision 21 presentation sparked intense de-
bate among the generals, who discussed how a mar-
tial arts program could relate to the Marine Corps’ 
mission, ethos, and culture.61 He noted that such was 
the intensity of the discussion “that we went beyond 
the allotted time and were finally asked to clear the 
room. Even then, several generals stopped him in the 
hallway, eager to ask questions and debate the possi-
bility of implementing such training in their specific 
units.”62 Strozzi-Heckler noted their unexpected focus 
on spirituality, a topic he approached cautiously, as 
a surprising but welcome outcome, stating, “What 
was more astounding, though, was how often they re-
turned the conversation to the subject of spirit. Over 
the years I’ve learned to be circumspect about how I 
approach the topic of spirituality in institutions.”63 
Strozzi-Heckler continues:

There are many interpretations on the 
subject, and on more than one occa-
sion I’ve encountered fundamentalists 
who manage to unproductively domi-
nate the conversation. But it was clear 
that for these men this was an essen-
tial matter that was not to be over-
looked. They insisted, no, demanded, 
that training the spirit be first on the 
agenda. The concern for spirit, ethics, 
and morality was more in the fore-
ground here than in any of the other 
institutions in which I had worked–
by a landslide. What did it tell me? 
The senior leaders of one of the oldest 

59 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 347.
60 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 348.
61 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 349.
62 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 349.
63 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 349.
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institutions in America were deeply 
and sincerely committed to the ethi-
cal, moral, and spiritual development 
of the young men and women in the 
Marine Corps, and by extension the 
United States.64

Vision 21 provided the incoming Commandant, Kru-
lak, with a strategic foundation for leadership. Strozzi- 
Heckler’s speech inspired enthusiasm among the gen-
erals for a new, process-based martial arts program to 
replace LINE, igniting a wave of enthusiasm for a new 
martial arts initiative.

General Charles C. Krulak:  
Sustaining the Transformation
General Charles C. Krulak served as the 31st Com-
mandant of the Marine Corps from 1 July 1995 to 
30 June 1999.65 Krulak’s first order as Commandant 
was direct and to the point: “Continue to march.”66 
His straightforward directive acknowledged that the 
Corps he inherited from his predecessors was strong 
and that he intended to build on the foundation they 
had established. However, this did not mean Krulak 
was planning to rest on his laurels. He recognized the 
need for “a more visionary approach, one designed to 
shape the institution for the long term—not just for 
tomorrow, but for the day after tomorrow.”67 Accord-
ingly, his 1999 document, Sustaining the Transforma-
tion (originally Marine Corps Reference Publication 
6-11D, now Marine Corps Tactical Publication 6-10A), 
serves as a powerful reminder of the enduring values 
of the Marine Corps.68 Aside from the Crucible and 
the Strategic Corporal, Krulak was also instrumental 
in establishing a new martial arts program. 

The LINE system is historically significant as it 
was the first standardized close combat training pro-
gram to incorporate the martial arts, however, it had 

64 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 349.
65 “General Charles C. Krulak, USMC (Retired),” Who’s Who in Marine 
Corps History, Marine Corps History Division, Quantico, VA.
66 Hoffman, “The U.S. Marine Corps.” 
67 Hoffman, “The U.S. Marine Corps.” 
68 Sustaining the Transformation, Marine Corps Tactical Publication 
(MCTP) 6-10A (Washington, DC: Headquarters Marine Corps, 2024).

key shortcomings. The techniques within the LINE 
system were too rigid and focused on lethality, result-
ing in a lack of scalable, nonlethal options. This made 
it impractical for scenarios such as peacekeeping or 
operations with rules of engagement. Implementa-
tion also lagged; while it was practiced with intensity 
at training depots, LINE remained peripheral in the 
Fleet Marine Force. In 1998, Commandant Krulak 
discontinued LINE. Lieutenant Colonel George H. 
Bristol, a leading Marine Corps martial arts figure at 
the time, observed that LINE had never been fully in-
tegrated into the Corps. He remarked, “The Corps as 
a whole [was never able] to integrate the close-range 
combat piece to other aspects of training. It always 
remained just outside the mainstream, practiced with 
zeal in entry-level training and later by a few stal-
warts, but ignored by the Corps as a whole.”69

Inspired by Strozzi-Heckler’s Vision 21, Krulak 
sought a new martial arts program effective across the 
range of military operations (ROMO), including low-
intensity situations and noncombative engagements.70 
In spring 1996, he convened the Close Combat Re-
view Board (CCRB) to revise the Marine Corps’ close 
combat doctrine.71 Several subject matter experts rep-
resenting diverse perspectives on close combat com-
prised the board, which was tasked with reviewing and 
revising the existing close combat program.72 Notable 
board members included subject matter experts such 
as Jack Hoban and Master Gunnery Sergeant Cardo 
Urso.73 During their discussions, the board debated 
two approaches: one that prioritized lethal techniques 
in the tradition of Biddle and Walker, and another ad-
vocating versatile skills across a force continuum that 
developed “ethical warriors.”74

69 Bristol, “Integrated Fighting System: The Marine Corps Martial Arts 
Program,” 38.
70 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 31. See also Cpl William Hawkins and LCpl Adam K. An-
derson, “Marine Corps’ Close Combat Undergoes Change,” The Globe 
(Camp Lejeune, NC), 21 May 1999, 1A; and “Close Combat Training 
Program Update,” Marine Corps Gazette 82, no. 2 (February 1998): 12.
71 See Foreword, in U.S. Marine Close Combat Fighting Handbook (New 
York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2010), i, hereafter Hoban foreword.
72 Hoban foreword.
73 Hoban foreword; and Todd, “Ron Donvito and the L.I.N.E. System.”
74 Hoban foreword; and Todd, “Ron Donvito and the L.I.N.E. System.”
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While the concept of honorable Marines reso-
nated with many members of the board, some were 
concerned that values-based training could hinder 
combat effectiveness.75 Ultimately, the issue remained 
unresolved, and the final outcome was the Marine 
Corps Close Combat Training Program (MCCCTP, 
officially the Marine Corps Martial Arts Program or 
MCMAP), which emphasized practical and decisive 
techniques across a force continuum.76 It incorporated 
elements of combat hitting, pugil stick training, les-
sons from LINE, and the insights from 10 martial arts 
experts in karate, judo, jujitsu, and aikido.77 Despite 
its intentions, the new program was short-lived, oper-
ating from 1997 to 1999. The program, therefore, fell 
short of fulfilling the needs of the Marine Corps and 
subsequently came under scrutiny from the incoming 
32d Commandant, General James L. Jones Jr. (1999–
2003).

General Jones drew on his 1967 Vietnam tour as 
a second lieutenant with Company G, 2d Battalion, 
3d Marines, to shape MCMAP. Observing the Re-
public of Korea (ROK) Marines, he noted that their 
tae kwon do training fostered a unified warrior ethos 
and intimidated the Viet Cong forces, who actively 
avoided combat with them.78 Jones remarked, “Friend 
and foe alike knew ROK Marines were individually 
trained masters of close combat—black belts in tae 
kwon do—able to deal personally and ruthlessly with 
any enemy.”79 His experience as a young officer had a 
profound impact on Jones, as he recognized the trans-
formative potential of martial arts in building a war-
rior ethos within the military. Many years later, the 
discipline, lethality, and warrior spirit of the ROK 
Marines were the inspirations Jones drew on to de-
velop what is now MCMAP.80

Jones identified the shortcomings of the 
MCCCTP and sought to develop a new martial arts 

75 Hoban foreword; and Todd, “Ron Donvito and the L.I.N.E. System.”
76 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 32.
77 See Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the 
Transformation,” 31.
78 Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 19.
79 Yi, “MCMAP and the Marine Warrior Ethos,” 19.
80 Fuller, “The Synergy of the MCMAP Mindset,” 3.

program that would cultivate Marines who embody 
ethical, moral, and spiritual values with the capacity 
to defend, protect, and uphold those values in both 
word and action as warriors in the twenty-first centu-
ry.81 In June 1999, the program entered a testing phase. 
During the following weeks, two separate programs 
were evaluated, with Jones selecting an enhanced ver-
sion of the prior system. This revised program merged 
the physical aspects of martial arts with the Marine 
Corps’ core value program.82 The Commandant was 
committed to the new martial arts program and insti-
tutionalized it, officially launching the MCMAP on 1 
October 2000 and mandating training for all Marines.83 
Although several differences make this system unique 
from its predecessors, according to Major Richard D. 
Hall, “One important facet of this program [was that 
it integrated] the previously overlooked mental and 
character disciplines into the physical.”84 The result-
ing program integrated the best combat-tested mar-
tial arts skills and traditional close combat training 
techniques with proven Marine Corps core values and 
leadership training.85 See table 2 for a comparison of 
MCCCTP with MCMAP.

Building on lessons learned from the flaws of 
LINE and the MCCCTP, MCMAP emerged as the 
Marine Corps’ long-sought comprehensive program. 
Unlike predecessors, MCMAP united the Fleet Ma-
rine Force through a career-long continuum. It en-
hanced individual combat skills, tying Marines to 
the warrior ethos via belt progression, while boost-
ing unit cohesion across all ranks and military occu-
pational specialties through shared training linked 
to the Corps’ legacy. An example of how MCMAP 
supported the Marine Corps’ legacy include guided 
discussions focusing on Marine Corps values and the 
fundamentals of leadership in two of the program’s 

81 Strozzi-Heckler, In Search of the Warrior Spirit, 365.
82 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 33–34.
83 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 33.
84 Hall, “The Marine Corps Martial Arts Program: Sustaining the Trans-
formation,” 33–34. See also Rooker, “Sustaining the Marine Corps Mar-
tial Arts Program,” 4–5.
85 Marine Corps Martial Arts Program (MCMAP), MCRP 3-02B (Washing-
ton, DC: Headquarters Marine Corps, 2011), 1-2.
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Table 2. MCCCTP / MCMAP comparison

System/program MCCCTP MCMAP

Time frame In testing from 1997–99.

Officially adopted October 2000 by MCO 1500.54A, 
Marine Corps Martial Arts Program; formally imple-
mented in 2002 by Marine Corps Martial Arts, 
MCRP 3-02B (2000–present).

Purpose
Replaced LINE with new sys-
tem that improved and expand-
ed close combat skills.

Replaced MCCCTP. Integrates physical, mental, 
and spiritual character disciplines; builds “ethical 
warriors.”

Curriculum focus
Enhanced close combat physi-
cal techniques.

More comprehensive: unarmed combat, weapons, 
leadership, ethics, ROMO.

Development
Improved close combat and 
“Marine Warrior” (mind-body-
team).

Combined best elements of LINE, MCCCTP, and 
other close combat training with character devel-
opment and focus on “ethical warrior.”

Leadership support
Commandant-level backing 
initiated formal review and 
testing.

Full institutional support of Commandant. For-
malized program with required training for all Ma-
rines. Commandant directed with MCO 1500.54A.

Ethics/character
Early integration, not yet fully 
developed.

Central pillar: spiritual, mental, character, leader-
ship and physical disciplines are integrated.

Techniques
Focus on practical, combat-
tested skills.

Techniques from all levels of close combat; in-
cludes martial arts; includes bayonet, weapons, 
and ground fighting.

Belt system Not envisioned.
Formalized (tan, gray, green, brown, black), with 
advancement tied to proficiency and character.

Team/warrior 
ethos

Early emphasis on collective 
identity and warrior ethos.

Institutionalized warrior ethos, character, leader-
ship, spiritual, and teamwork training.

Implementation
Limited to test units and pilot 
programs.

Corps-wide, mandatory for all Marines.

Source: compiled by authors.
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training manuals.86 To acknowledge that Marines 
are often tasked with completing military operations 
other than war (MOOTW), MCMAP included les-
sons such as the “Responsible Use of Force” and the 
“Force Continuum.”87 Marine Corps Order 1500.59A, Ma-
rine Corps Martial Arts Program, also prioritizes “men-
tal, moral, and physical resiliency” as critical to future 
victories, a stark contrast to earlier physical-only 
combatives.88 By embedding warrior ethos studies and 
values-based tie-ins directly into belt advancement 
requirements, MCMAP ensures that the ethical and 
moral development of a Marine is considered just as 
critical as their physical proficiency.

Program architects Lieutenant Colonel Bristol 
and Master Gunnery Sergeant Urso understood that 
true combat readiness and the Marine Corps ethos 
demanded not just physical skills but also an ethical 
grounding and mental strength, woven and integrated 
into MCMAP. To this end, the mission of MCMAP is 
“to create mentally tough, morally sound, and physi-
cally capable warfighters . . . and ultimately the unit 
as a whole.”89 By so doing, MCMAP seeks to “educate 
Marines in leadership, moral truthfulness, and war-
rior cultures.”90 As a result, MCMAP is not merely 
about defeating an opponent; it is fundamentally 
about building the character of the Marine, directly 
linking physical training to the core values of honor, 
courage, and commitment—the Ethical Warrior.

86 MCCS-TAN-1001, “Fundamentals of Marine Corps Martial Arts,” in 
Tan Belt Instructor Preparation Guide (Quantico, VA: Martial Arts Center 
of Excellence, The Basic School, 2015), 139–44; and Gray Belt Instructor 
Preparation Guide, MCCS-GRAY-2001, “Gray Belt” (Quantico, VA: Mar-
tial Arts Center of Excellence, The Basic School, 2015), 127–44. 
87 Tan Belt Instructor Preparation Guide, 119–24; and Gray Belt Instructor 
Preparation Guide, 105–12.
88 Marine Corps Order (MCO) 1500.59A, Marine Corps Martial Arts Program 
(Washington, DC: Headquarters Marine Corps, 23 September 2019), 4.a. 
(2) 2.
89 MCO 1500.59A, Marine Corps Martial Arts Program, 3 and 4 a. (1). Even 
after its implementation, MCMAP has continued to evolve, showing 
a commitment to refining the program based on experience and the 
needs of the force. Within 10 years of its establishment, Training and 
Education Command (TECOM), in conjunction with the Martial Arts 
Center of Excellence (MACE), conducted a comprehensive review of all 
MCMAP orders, regulations, and directives, resulting in a 2011 update. 
See MARADMIN 219/11, Marine Corps Martial Arts Update (Washington, 
DC: Headquarter Marine Corps, 2011). It provided course corrections to 
the program due to a “body hardening,” resulting in many injuries that 
affected operational readiness. 
90 MCO 1500.59A, Marine Corps Martial Arts Program, 4.a. (2) 2.

From the rocky post–Vietnam years to the rise of 
MCMAP’s values-driven training, the Marine Corps 
has demonstrated a fierce determination to establish 
a close combat program rooted in the martial arts, 
striking a balance between raw skill, leadership, and 
character development. General Gray set the stage, 
General Jones brought it home, and subsequent Com-
mandants have kept it alive during the past 25 years, 
turning MCMAP into a bedrock of Marine Corps 
training. Its strength comes from a well-rounded ap-
proach, sharpening each Marine’s combat abilities 
while tightening unit bonds and breathing life into 
the warrior spirit across the ranks, ready to tackle the 
demands of the twenty-first century and beyond.

Conclusion
Since the Marine Corps’ founding in 1775, its ap-
proach to close combat training has evolved from 
shipboard skirmishes to the trenches of World War 
I and through the urban battlegrounds of modern 
warfare. This journey stands as a testament to the in-
domitable fighting spirit of Marines. The formal in-
tegration of martial arts into this tradition began in 
the last century with pioneers like Colonel Anthony 
J. D. Biddle and the China Marines. This legacy was 
carried forward by the Marine Raiders of World War 
II and continued to develop in the decades that fol-
lowed, culminating in the establishment of MCMAP 
in 2000. As this work has detailed, although many ar-
ticles have touched on the program, a comprehensive 
history of its origins has been missing. This article fills 
that gap, tracing the lineage that led to the creation 
of MCMAP. Now marking its 25th anniversary, MC-
MAP represents both a continuation of a rich fighting 
legacy and evolution in Marine training. It is built on 
the institutional understanding that lethality alone is 
not enough. MCMAP was designed to forge not just 
proficient warriors, but honorable Marines who lead 
with moral clarity, mental resilience, and an unwaver-
ing dedication to honor, courage, and commitment.
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