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New History Division Publication!
U.S. Marines and Irregular Warfare
Training and Education, 2000–2010
Dr. Nicholas J. Schlosser
U.S. Marines and Irregular Warfare covers 
a period of considerable intellectual activ-
ity for the U.S. Marine Corps. The initial 
fighting during the Iraq and Afghanistan 
Wars convinced many Marine leaders 
that it needed to strengthen and enhance 
how it trained and educated Marines 
in counterinsurgency (COIN) opera-
tions. This book recounts the work of 
Marines and educators in the field and 
at home at Marine Corps Base Quanti-
co, Virginia, and at Marine Corps Air 
Ground Combat Center, Twentynine 
Palms, California.

The Path to War
U.S. Marine Corps Operations in Southeast Asia, 1961 to 1965
Colonel George R. Hoffmann Jr. (Ret)
Book one of this commemo-
rative series documents the 
activities of the U.S. Marine 
Corps in Southeast Asia from 
January 1961 to March 1965, 
during which time Marines 
saw increased involvement in 
the region as they served to 
protect American interests. 
While individual Marines saw 
duty as early as 1954 with the 
U.S. Military Assistance Ad-
visory Group in Saigon, the 
first operational unit of 300 
Marines from Marine Air Base Squadron 16 was deployed to 
Udorn, Thailand, in March 1961 to provide aircraft mainte-
nance and flight-line support for Air America.

The United States Marine Corps
in the World War
Major Edwin N. McClellan
The United States Marine Corps 
in the World War provides suc-
cinct, factual, and historical in-
formation on the Marine Corps 
during the First World War. 
Published initially in 1920 as the 
first book from the newly created 
Historical Section of the Marine 
Corps, Major Edwin N. McClel-
lan’s history of Marines in the 
first global war has stood the test 
of time with its statistical and 
concise details of the growth, 
activities, and combat exploits of 
Marines. During the 50th anni-
versary of the First World War, History Division provides an 
updated version that accounts for more accurate casualty num-
bers. In honor of the centennial of the First World War, this 
expanded version now includes short biographical sketches on 
key Marine Corps leaders in the war and photographs within 
the text. This reprint of McClellan’s seminal work is the first in 
a series commemorating Marines in the war.

The First Fight
U.S. Marines in Operation Starlite, August 1965
Colonel Rod Andrew Jr., U.S. Marine Corps Reserve
Operation Starlite, as 
the Marines called it, 
took place on the Van 
Tuong Peninsula, about 
10 miles south of the 
Marine base at Chu Lai.  
In the short term, the 
tactical victory won by 
the Marines validated 
such operational con-
cepts as vertical envel-
opment, amphibious 
assault, and combined 
arms that had not been 
put into practice on a large scale since the Korean War. 
It proved that Marine ground troops and their junior of-
ficers and noncommissioned officers, as well as Marine 
aviators, were just as tough and reliable as their forebears 
who had fought in World War II and Korea. In the long 
term, Starlite foreshadowed the American military’s 
commitment to conventional warfare in Vietnam and 
showed how difficult it would be to defeat Communist 
forces in South Vietnam.

The U.S. Marine Corps in the First World War
Anthology, Selected Bibliography, and Annotated Order
of Battle
Annette D. Amerman  
The aim of this collection 
of articles is to give readers 
the broad historical strokes 
to U.S. Marine Corps par-
ticipation in World War 
I, as well as to show that 
the Corps’ contribution to 
the war effort was not lim-
ited to the 4th Marine Bri-
gade. World War I created 
the modern-day Marine 
Corps; an adaptive force-
in-readiness even when 
seemingly relegated to ship and barracks duty.
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Welcome to the inaugural edition of 
Marine Corps History (MCH) mag-
azine, which replaces the Marine 
Corps Historical Program’s bulle-

tin Fortitudine. MCH will contain substantive book 
reviews and features on new History Division pub-
lications, but most importantly, scholarly, in-depth 
analyses of Marine Corps’ history on all elements of 
the Corps—culture, technology, doctrine.

The genesis of Fortitudine as a newsletter began 
in the early 1970s, renamed as a bulletin in the sum-
mer of 1987, and stayed as such until the present day. 
The focus of the 24-page newsletter was the Marine 
Corps Historical Program, which later became His-
tory Division. The content spanned a range of stories, 
reader feedback, awards, quizzes, Corps chronology, 
combat artists, museum acquisitions, new books, 
etc. The publication was written for general audi-
ences with some knowledge of the Marine Corps. In 
general, the stories were short, usually no more than 
a couple pages, with a focus on the narrative of the 
moment.

In contrast, Marine Corps History will deliver 
scholarly military history articles that demonstrate 

both the author’s and the reader’s deeper under-
standing of the topic. By encouraging academic 
rigor, History Division can make a more direct con-
tribution to Marine Corps University, its students, 
researchers, and the general public. All submissions 
selected for publication undergo peer review by an 
editorial review board made up of subject matter ex-
perts. Hopefully, this change in focus demonstrates 
the core mission of Marine Corps University by pro-
viding ongoing academic military education that 
connects with the students’ education before and af-
ter they leave campus. 

In this, the first issue of Marine Corps History, 
Colonel Nathan Lowrey, who recently retired from 
the Reserves but is still an active historian with the 
Joint History Office, delves into Marine Corps oper-
ations in Afghanistan. Lowrey also previously served 
the History Division for a number of years as a his-
torian, deputy director, and as a member of its In-
dividual Marine Augment (IMA) detachment. He is 

Dr. Charles P. Neimeyer
Director, History Division
Marine Corps University

Dr. Charles P. Neimeyer: the director is respon-
sible for the collection, production, publication, 
and dissemination of Marine Corps history and 
manages the functioning of a wide variety of Ma-
rine Corps historical programs. 

FOREWORD

Photo by Sgt Joseph R. Chenelly
Marines with Company C, Battalion Landing Team 1/1, 
15th Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special Operations 
Capable), raise the first American flag in Afghanistan 
on 26 November 2001 as Operation Enduring Free-
dom begins. 

DIRECTOR’S
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the author of the acclaimed History Division mono-
graph, From the Sea: U.S. Marines in Afghanistan, 
2001–2002. Colonel Lowrey’s article, “Operation 
Steel Dawn II: The Raid on Bahram Chah” highlights 
Marine Air-Ground Task Force (MAGTF) opera-
tions in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, a subject 
that will likely resonate with a number of Marines 
today. Lowrey specifically focuses on Marine Corps 
efforts to interdict the Taliban and its drug smug-
gling activities in and around the village of Bahram 
Chah, a dangerous location once described by then 
Major General Richard Mills, the I MEF forward 
commanding general, as “a dark and evil place.” The 
colonel’s contemporary history article sheds light on 
the intense combat operations as they occurred in 
Helmand Province.

From the austere terrain of Afghanistan, we move 
further back in time to the Corps’ involvement in the 
Second World War. Former History Division intern 
Ms. Zayna Bizri offers a period-specific perspec-
tive on the changing role of women in society and 
the military in “From Making Men to Making Ma-
rines: Marine Corps Recruiting During World War 
II.” Bizri is working to complete her doctoral degree 
at George Mason University. This article represents 
a revised version of Bizri’s presentation at the 2015 
meeting of the Society of Military Historians held 
in Montgomery, Alabama. The information gener-
ated great discussion from the audience and high-
lights how gender studies and the military is just as 
active an issue today as it was when the war began. 

The author focuses on the period of Marine Corps 
history involving the recruitment and retention of 
female Marines (officers and enlisted) during World 
War II as compared to the methods the Corps used 

Photo courtesy of CSM Mike Martin, USA (Ret)
Vietnamese Marine infantry being airlifted into combat in Quang Tri Province on Bell UH1 Iroquois helicopters.

Marine Corps Art Collection
“Serve . . . Women Marines” by Wayne Blickenstaff, 9 
November 1955.
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to recruit males for active service. While this article 
serves as a direct contrast to the operational histories 
that the History Division has traditionally focused 
on, it sheds a great deal of light on gender issues and a 
woman’s role in military service that continues today.

Chief Historian Charles Melson then offers an in-
trospective analysis of the inter-Service rivalries that 
impacted Marine Corps activities in Southeast Asia 
in an article titled, “Vietnam Marines and the De-
fense of Quang Tri in 1972.” This piece becomes a 
capstone to Melson’s long and successful career as a 
Marine and as chief historian for the History Divi-
sion. Early in his military career, Melson served at 
the conclusion of the Vietnam War in Quang Tri 
Province, making this article a poignant reminder 
of his service and focusing predominately on the ac-
tivities of the Vietnamese Marine Corps (along with 
a handful of U.S. Marine Corps advisors) and their 
efforts to halt the massive “Easter Offensive” of the 
North Vietnamese Army. Melson sheds light on a lit-
tle known aspect of the Vietnam War and the South 
Vietnamese Marines who valiantly attempted to hold 
their ground when so many were fleeing southward 
in panic and confusion. 

Former History Division historian Nicholas 
Schlosser rounds out the discussion of the Vietnam 
War with a stateside perspective on the political 
machinations taking place as the Corps leadership 
attempts to define its role on the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
in an article titled, “Counselor of War: General Wal-
lace M. Greene Jr. and the Escalation of the Vietnam-
ese War, 1964–65.” Dr. Schlosser recently joined the 
U.S. Army Center of Military History; however, prior 
to his departure, he was actively engaged in complet-
ing what will be his next published work, The Greene 
Papers: General Wallace M. Greene Jr. and the Escala-
tion of the Vietnam War (October 2015). Schlosser’s 
work represents pathbreaking scholarship in that 
some of General Greene’s letters relating to the Viet-
nam War have only recently been declassified. 

On 7 August 2015, the president of Marine 
Corps University, Brigadier General Helen B. Pratt, 
USMCR, along with the then 36th Commandant of 
the Marine Corps, General Joseph F. Dunford Jr., 
Senator John W. Warner, and Mr. Clark Simmons, 

the son of History Division Director emeritus Briga-
dier General Edwin H. Simmons, will rededicate the 
Brigadier General Edwin H. Simmons Marine Corps 
History Center and the Warner Center for Advanced 
Military Studies. Soon thereafter, the History Divi-
sion will once again move to its final location, repre-
senting the third move in a decade. The new Marine 
Corps History Center will offer a state-of-the-art 
research venue for historians and other interested 
scholars with access to the university’s experts and 
historical documents in a single location: History 
Division, Special Collections and Archives, etc. 

As we move forward with this new venture in pro-
viding Marine Corps-specific history to our readers, 
I encourage you to become engaged with our pro-
cess by submitting articles or even planning a visit 
to our modern research facilities. It is our hope that 
leaders like Generals Simmons and Greene and the 
Marine Corps community will be pleased by this 
dedication to and focus on professional military 
education. s1775s

Defense Department (Marine Corps) 2-224-66
Gen Wallace M. Greene Jr., Commandant of the Marine 
Corps, confers with a young lieutenant of the 1st Bat-
talion, 5th Marines, in Vietnam 1966.



Colonel Nathan S. Lowrey, USMCR (Ret)
Joint History Office

Introduction

While speaking at a May 2003 news 
conference in Kabul, Secretary of 
Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld de-
clared optimistically that Coalition 

operations in Afghanistan had “clearly . . . moved 
from major combat activity to a period of stability 
and stabilization and reconstruction activities.”1  Be-
nign neglect over the next three years, however, al-
lowed the Taliban to regroup, to adopt new tactics, 
and to expand their insurgency to the south and 
east.2  A British contingent of the International Secu-
rity Assistance Force (ISAF) assumed command of 
Regional Command South (RC-South) in 2006, but 
encountered significant resistance when it attempted 
to challenge enemy activity in the area, particularly 
in Helmand Province to the southwest, where the 
enemy tended to operate with near impunity.3 

Around the same time—as hostilities in Iraq be-
gan to decline—Commandant of the Marine Corps 
James T. Conway sought a more active role for his 
Service in Afghanistan.4 The number of Marine 
expeditionary forces in southwestern Afghanistan 
increased, with the type of deployed units growing 
steadily from a regimental to a brigade and finally to 

a corps-size presence. Two months after the arrival 
of Major General Richard P. Mills and I Marine Ex-
peditionary Force (I MEF/Task Force Leatherneck) 
in April 2010, Marines established Regional Com-
mand Southwest (RC-SW) in Helmand and Nimroz 
Provinces.5 In addition to allowing senior leaders 
to focus on smaller geographic areas, the new com-
mand enhanced the Marines’ autonomy and allowed 
them to maintain an offensive posture while work-
ing to extend security throughout the region.

Operation Steel Dawn II—a joint raid against an 
enemy command center and logistics hub in Bahram 
Chah, Afghanistan, during October 2010—exempli-
fied I MEF’s aggressiveness as well as the operational 
utility of the Marine air-ground task force. Nestled 
in a remote desert valley among the Chagai Hills, 
Bahram Chah is situated in the southernmost dis-
trict in Helmand Province. Its isolation and prox-
imity to the Pakistani border provided the Taliban 
with a safe haven ideal for pursuing a wide range of 
illicit activities. In addition to an al-Qaeda training 
camp and Taliban prison, the area housed facilities 
for producing improvised explosive devices (IEDs). 
The Bahram Chah bazaar served as a central loca-
tion for smuggling fighters, weapons, ammunition, 
and explosives northward into Afghanistan and for 
moving refined opium, heroin, and other narcotics 
southward out of the country.6  Major General Mills 

THE RAID ON BAHRAM CHAH

Operation Steel Dawn II

1 Associated Press, “Rumsfeld Declares Major Combat Over in Afghanistan,” Fox News, 1 May 2003.
2 Thomas H. Johnson and M. Chris Mason, “Understanding the Taliban and Insurgency in Afghanistan,” Orbis 51, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 72, 81–82, 
84.
3 Jeffrey A. Dressler, Securing Helmand: Understanding and Responding to the Enemy, Afghanistan Report 2 (Washington, DC: Institute for the 
Study of War, 2009), 7, 33–34.
4 Ann Scott Tyson, “Marines’ Afghanistan Plan Sparks Debate,” Washington Post, 12 October 2007, A-14.
5 ISAF Joint Command-Afghanistan, “Regional Command Southwest Stands Up in Afghanistan,” Resolute Support News, 14 June 2010.
6 Dressler, Securing Helmand, 13; I MEF Navy Unit Commendation recommendation, 26 July 2012 (Military Awards Branch [MilAwdsBr], Head-
quarters Marine Corps [HQMC], Quantico, VA); and Sgt Stuart R. Sanford intvw with Maj Beth Wolney, 8 February 2011 (Oral History Collection 
[Oral HistColl]). All oral history materials cited in this work can be found at the Gray Research Center (GRC), Quantico, VA.
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considered it “a dark and evil place” and decided to 
deny the enemy sanctuary.7 

Background
Coalition forces were aware of the town’s notorious 
reputation and had been raiding Bahram Chah on a 
regular basis for six years. Established by the Taliban 
in the mid-1990s, the town tripled in size between 
2002 and 2005, with as many as 1,000 drug traffickers 
operating in the area on a busy day. Coalition forces 
first confronted the enemy sanctuary in May 2005 
when the recently established Afghan Special Nar-
cotics Force (ASNF) raided the town’s bazaar during 
a three-day operation to eliminate drug laboratories 
in southern Helmand Province. Although the drug 
traffickers fled to safety across the Pakistani border 
before the raid force arrived, ASNF personnel seized 
250 kilograms of heroin, 2.5 tons of opium, and 3.5 
tons of precursor chemicals used to manufacture 
heroin.8 

The Taliban retaliated four months later by am-
bushing a company-size Afghan National Police con-
voy as it traveled south through a canyon located five 
kilometers north of Bahram Chah. The attack began 
shortly before nightfall, with insurgents firing down 
from all directions. When the fighting ended seven 
hours later, six vehicles had been seized or destroyed 
and 18 police officers had been killed, including the 
provincial deputy police chief.9

Not to be deterred, the ASNF raided Bahram Chah 
several times in April 2006. During the first opera-
tion, the antinarcotics force seized 75 kilograms of 
opium resin and arrested one suspect. During the 
second operation, the force arrested four suspects, 
seized 1,000 kilograms of opium, and destroyed an 
arsenal of heavy weapons discovered in an under-

ground bunker. A third raid resulted in the death of 
one drug dealer as well as the seizure of substantial 
amounts of heroin, morphine, opium, and drug-
making chemicals.10

In May 2007, a U.S. electronic surveillance unit 
(Task Force Orange) tracked Mullah Dadullah to 
Bahram Chah. Released two months earlier during 
a controversial prisoner exchange, Dadullah was 
a senior Taliban military commander and trusted 
advisor to Mullah Omar, the infamous one-eyed 
Taliban leader. After a small reconnaissance ele-
ment determined that air strikes alone were insuf-
ficient to ensure Dadullah’s elimination, Afghan 
special operations forces and 50 commandos from 
C Squadron, British Special Boat Service (SBS), were 
inserted by two Royal Air Force Boeing CH-47 Chi-
nook helicopters. Although immediately targeted 
by rifles, machine guns, and rocket-propelled gre-
nades (RPGs), the assault force maneuvered forward 
against the walled compound’s 20 defenders. After 
a four-hour firefight, during which the commandos 
suffered four casualties, the facility was cleared and 
Dadullah killed.11

In October 2008, Afghani, Pakistani, and Ara-
bic militants gathered at Bahram Chah. Coalition 
aircraft struck the group with precision munitions 
during a nighttime raid after ground reconnaissance 
forces positively identified the insurgents. Although 
an ISAF spokesman said that the target had been a 
small number of Taliban commanders, an Afghan 
official from Helmand Province claimed that two 
vehicles were destroyed and as many as 70 fighters 
killed.12

Bahram Chah may have escaped the Coalition’s 
attention in 2009, but southwestern Afghanistan did 
not. Arriving that spring as a vanguard of President 

7 MajGen Richard P. Mills intvw with Dr. Kimberly Kagan, 2 May 2011 (Oral HistColl).
8 “Largest Drugs Bazaar Raided,” PakTribune, 31 May 2005, http://paktribune.com/news/Largest-Drugs-Bazaar-raided-107625.html; and Wa-
heed, “Afghan Forces Destroy Country’s Largest Drug Bazaar,” Afghan Warrior (blog), 5 June 2005, http://afghanwarrior.blogspot.com/2005/06
/afghan-forces-destroy-countrys-largest.html.
9 Ron Synovitz, “Afghanistan: Police Chief Says Smugglers Helped Taliban with Ambush,” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 11 October 2005, 
www.rferl.org/content/article/1062020. 
10 “Afghanistan Raids Drug Bazaar Near Pakistan Border,” Voice of America News, 11 April 2006; Daniel Cooney, “U.S. Warns Afghanistan Vio-
lence Will Worsen,” ABC News, 3 April 2006; and Reuters, “Afghans Seize Four Tonnes of Drugs, Arrest Seven,” Afghanistan News Center, 12 
April 2006, http://www.afghanistannewscenter.com/news/2006/april/apr122006.html.
11 “Special Boat Service Operations—Hunting Mullah Dadullah,” Elite UK Forces, 12 May 2007, http://www.eliteukforces.info/special-boat-ser-
vice/operations/mullah-dadullah/.
12 “Seventy Taliban Said Killed in Afghanistan,” Reuters, 15 October 2008; “Up to 70 Taliban Killed in Afghan Strike: Local Official,” Agence 
France-Presse, 15 October 2008; and “70 Taliban Killed in Afghan Strike,” Daily Times, 16 October 2008, http://archives.dailytimes.com.pk
/national/16-Oct-2008/70-taliban-killed-in-afghan-strike.
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Barack H. Obama’s eventual troop surge, 2d Ma-
rine Expeditionary Brigade deployed to Helmand 
Province and began clearing operations to break a 
stalemate that had existed between British and Tali-
ban forces for three years. In July during Operation 
Khanjar (Strike of the Sword), three Marine battal-
ions pushed south from Camp Bastion and occupied 
key population centers in Garmsir, Nawa-I-Bara-
kzayi, and Khan Neshin. 

The 2d Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion 
(2d LAR) occupied Khan Neshin and established the 
Marines’ southern flank in the rural Khan Neshin 
District. Light armored reconnaissance forces con-
tinued to patrol the area during successive troop 
rotations, conducting counterinsurgency (COIN) 
operations along the lower Helmand River valley 
and interdiction operations across the southwest 
desert. Lieutenant Colonel Michael Martin, who 
commanded 4th LAR in December 2009, explained 
that while he would have welcomed an outpost at 
Bahram Chah, the battalion lacked sufficient re-
sources and the town’s isolation would have placed 
his Marines at risk.13

Lieutenant Colonel Scott D. Leonard and 1st LAR 

Defense Imagery 101029-M-0000A-001
A light armored vehicle from Task Force Highlander (1st 
LAR) sits outside the Bahram Chah bazaar on 30 Octo-
ber 2010 during Operation Steel Dawn II. 

13  Sebastian Abbot, “Taliban Sneak Past Marines in Southern Afghanistan,” Associated Press, 16 December 2009.
14 Maj John R. Bitonti II intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 7 February 2011 (Oral HistColl); Maj John R. Bitonti II award, 2 December 2010 (MilAwdsBr, 
HQMC, Quantico, VA); and Sgt Dean Davis, “Charlie Company Marines Travel Far and Wide to Reach Afghan Locals,” Marine Corps News, 4 
June 2010.

(Task Force Highlander) assumed tactical respon-
sibility for Reg-e Khan Neshin District, Helmand 
Province, (Area of Operations Mameluke) in May 
2010. Task Force Highlander’s headquarters was lo-
cated at Combat Outpost Payne, situated near the 
district center in Khan Neshin on the northern side 
of the lower Helmand River “fishhook.” Tasked with 
disrupting enemy operations throughout the region, 
Leonard assigned three of his maneuver companies 
to sectors of responsibility within the battalion’s 
750-square-kilometer area of operations; a fourth 
company supported I MEF operations in the Kajaki 
District to the north.

Companies A and C, commanded by Major John 
R. Bitonti II and Captain Jason T. Ford, focused on 
COIN operations conducted along the north and 
south banks of the lower Helmand River. These dis-
tributed operations had dispersed platoons assigned 
to areas of responsibility. The Marines patrolled ac-
tively to engage the populace and secure the region’s 
thoroughfares, a physically demanding and danger-
ous mission that often became kinetic. Ambushes 
or strikes from IEDs buried along the dirt roadways 
were common and a constant concern. Each Marine 
company also worked diligently to develop the civil 
infrastructure, local government, and national secu-
rity forces in their sectors.14

Farther south, operating in a more austere and 
sparsely populated area, Captain Adrian B. Has-
kamp commanded Company B. Lieutenant Colonel 
Leonard realigned the battalion’s assets to take ad-
vantage of the armored vehicle’s mobility and direct-
ed Company B to focus on interdicting the enemy’s 
clandestine transportation routes, or ratlines, run-
ning through southern Helmand Province. During 
long-range patrols that lasted up to 30 days and were 
conducted more than 100 kilometers from the clos-
est support facilities, the company split into platoons 
and sections to search for contraband and to docu-
ment the region’s demography. Assisted by intelli-
gence, reconnaissance, and surveillance (ISR) assets 
that helped direct their efforts, the Marines detained 
21 suspects for questioning, identified two enemy 
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command and control nodes, and seized more than 
4,400 kilograms of opium, 1,750 kilograms of am-
monium nitrate, and 70 IED components. The Ma-
rines’ presence severely restricted Taliban movement 
and forced the enemy to shift its trafficking routes 
farther west and east into the desert.15

During 2010, as Coalition forces expanded their 
influence over southwestern Helmand Province, 
Bahram Chah received a greater amount of mili-
tary attention. On 22 March, a combined patrol 
operating in Registan District stopped two vehicles 
transporting 725 kilograms of hashish to the enemy 
transshipment center.16 On 2 June, U.S. Air Force 
aircraft launched a missile and rocket at enemy po-
sitions that had fired on Coalition forces operating 
near Bahram Chah.17 Then, on 1 July, Afghan special 
operating forces and British SBS commandos again 
raided the town’s bazaar.18 

In the latter action, commandos were inserted via 
CH-47 helicopters near the village of Haji Wakil. 
They arrived around 0200 hours and, shortly af-
ter, encountered enemy resistance. Forward prog-
ress remained difficult, and the commandos had to 
maneuver through an orchard while being fired on 
from all directions. The commandos did accomplish 
their mission, but Royal Marine Corporal Seth Ste-
phens was killed and at least one other team member 
wounded during the five-hour firefight.19

Although clear evidence of enemy activity in Bah-
ram Chah was found, the military operation had 
been costly. The commando’s ground assault force 
was unable to sufficiently support the withdrawal 
of the raid force, and 1st LAR—despite being des-
ignated the regional quick reaction force—was not 
contacted when the situation began to deteriorate. 
On 19 September, Coalition aircraft launched two 
rounds of precision munitions at the town’s bazaar, 

destroying an IED factory and 4,500 pounds of ex-
plosives material.20

Planning and Preparation
Lieutenant Colonel Leonard and those from Task 
Force 210 discussed the problems with Bahram Chah 
that summer, but waited until early October to pro-
pose a raid of the enemy’s logistics base. The proposal 
was presented to Brigadier General Joseph L. Oster-
man and 1st Marine Division (1st MarDiv Forward) 
staff at Camp Leatherneck.21 During an operational 
debrief, Leonard and his British counterpart de-
scribed the tactical situation and pitched the concept 
for near-simultaneous air and ground assaults. The 
plan called for two companies driving down from the 
north to screen the bazaar from adjacent residential 
areas to the west and east, enabling the commandos 
to fly in and strike the objective.22 By attacking before 
the Taliban had an opportunity to withdraw south-
ward into Pakistan for the winter, Coalition forces 
could delay the production of IEDs and disrupt en-
emy operations into the summer of 2011.23

Around 10 October, 1st MarDiv endorsed the 
concept, adding slides to illustrate the mission be-
fore submitting it to I MEF (Forward) five days lat-
er.24  Major General Mills directed the planning to 
continue and forwarded the proposal to the ISAF 
Joint Command (IJC) for approval. In the end, the 
plan took about two weeks to wend its way up the 
chain of command. At some point, ISAF briefed the 
Afghan government, which in turn notified the Pak-
istani government 24 hours in advance of the raid, 
enabling the Pakistani Army to withdraw its border 
position—but this may have also alerted the Tali-
ban.25  

Most of the deliberate planning and preparations 

15 Capt Adrian B. Hascamp intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 7 February 2011 (Oral HistColl); LtCol Scott D. Leonard intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 8 Feb-
ruary 2011 (Oral HistColl); Capt Adrian B. Hascamp award recommendation, 2 December 2010 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA); and LtCol 
Scott D. Leonard award recommendation, 6 June 2011 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA). 
16 ISAF Joint Command Headquarters, “Joint Patrol Discovers 725 kg of Hashish,” 22 March 2010.
17 “June 2 Airpower Summary: KC-135s Provide Fuel Support,” U.S. Air Force News, 4 June 2010.
18 Thomas Harding, “Special Forces Commando Took on Taliban Single-handedly,” Telegraph, 24 May 2011.
19 Ibid.
20 ISAF Joint Command Headquarters, “IED Factory, Materials Destroyed in Southern Helmand,” 21 September 2010.
21 Marine Medium Tiltrotor Squadron 365 (VMM-365) Command Chronology, hereafter ComdC, October 2010 (GRC, Quantico, VA), Part 2, 3.
22 Leonard intvw. 
23 1stLt Thomas F. Clauss III intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 7 February 2011 (Oral HistColl); and Capt Nicholas S. Rapkoch intvw with LtCol R. S. 
Sellards, 7 February 2011 (Oral HistColl).
24 Capt Nicolas S. Rapkoch award recommendation, 27 December 2010 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA).
25 Leonard intvw.
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Operation Steel Dawn II would ul-
timately involve “one of the most ro-
bust fires packages ever executed in 
Afghanistan,” including a wide vari-
ety of offensive aircraft: Rockwell B-1 
Lancer bombers, Fairchild Republic 
A-10 Thunderbolt II attack aircraft, 
Lockheed AC-130 Spectre gunships, 
McDonnell Douglas F/A-18 Hornet 
fighters, and Bell AH-1 Cobra attack 
helicopters.28 While the IJC may have 
understood the rules of engagement, 
Captain Rapkoch later complained, 
the command did not necessarily ap-
preciate their spirit or intent. The IJC 
chose to deny some preassault fires 
against fighting positions associated 
with residential compounds near 
Bahram Chah because the targeting 
requirement for two corroborating 
sources of intelligence in habitable 
areas was not met.29

Marine planners understood that dust or thunder-
storms could inhibit the use of aircraft, so an artillery 
presence would be necessary to ensure an all-weather 
fire support capability.30 That task fell to Lieutenant 
Colonel Adolfo Garcia Jr. and 1st Battalion, 11th Ma-
rines. The artillerymen were already well known to 
1st LAR—the two battalions had worked together 
during an Enhanced Mojave Viper exercise at Ma-
rine Corps Air Ground Combat Center Twentynine 
Palms, California, shortly before deploying. After ar-
riving in Afghanistan in May 2010, the 1st Battalion, 
11th Marines, established its headquarters at Fire Base 
Fiddler’s Green. The headquarters, one rocket battery, 
and three cannon batteries operated eight firing posi-
tions distributed throughout I MEF’s area of opera-
tions. In addition to supporting Regimental Combat 
Teams 2 and 7, the 1st Battalion, 11th Marines, had 
also secured a portion of Route 605 in Marjah and 
conducted COIN operations in the Kajaki District.31 

occurred at Combat Outpost Payne.26 One of the 
more difficult issues the planners had to address was 
targeting. Although the first 140 kilometers of the 
proposed route to Bahram Chah included open des-
ert, the final 20 kilometers involved traveling through 
one of two narrow mountain passes to reach the ob-
jective. Aware of the region’s recent operational histo-
ry, the Marines knew they would have to eliminate the 
enemy’s defensive positions along the pass in advance 
of the movement. They developed the plan according 
to doctrine, incorporating shaping fires, suppressive 
fires, and fires in support of obstacle breaches. They 
also observed Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) 
398, which governed the use of supporting fires in 
theater. Captain Nicolas S. Rapkoch, 1st LAR’s fire 
support coordinator, spent many evenings in discus-
sion with the battalion lawyer, struggling to address 
the engagement requirements before seeking ISAF 
approval through the IJC.27

Photo by Cpl Ismael E. Ortega, Defense Imagery 140514-M-RD023-096
Marines with Battery B, 1st Battalion, 11th Marines, fire the M777A2 howit-
zer during Exercise Desert Scimitar 2014 at Marine Corps Air Ground Com-
bat Center Twentynine Palms, California.

26 Ibid.
27 Rapkoch intvw.
28 1st MarDiv ComdC, 16 October—15 November 2010 (MCHC, Quantico, VA) Section 2, Fires; and Rapkoch intvw.
29 1st MarDiv, Task Force Leatherneck After Action Report for Operation Enduring Freedom 10.1–11.1, 24 February 2011 (GRC, Archives, Quan-
tico, VA), 68.
30 LtCol Adolfo Garcia Jr. intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 9 February 2011 (Oral HistColl).
31 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 1 May—21 November 2010 (Marine Corps Heritage Center [MCHC], Quantico, VA) Part 2, 6–44; LtCol 
Adolfo Garcia Jr. comments on draft ms, 10 March 2015 (MCHC, Quantico, VA); and Garcia intvw. 
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Because Bahram Chah was lo-
cated outside the range of the artil-
lery pieces positioned at Combat 
Outpost Payne, artillerymen had 
to accompany the raid force. To fa-
cilitate coordination during the op-
eration, Lieutenant Colonel Garcia 
formed an artillery group under the 
command of his operations officer, 
Major David J. Grabow. This special 
purpose task organization included 
the battalion’s jump command post; 
1st Platoon, Battery L, equipped 
with three 155mm light howitzers; 
and 3d Platoon, Battery S, equipped 
with the High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket System (HIMARS).32

In preparation for the raid, Bat-
tery S, under Captain Jeffrey S. 
Curtis, conducted test fire ranges at 
Camp Leatherneck on 11 October 
and then at Combat Outpost Payne 
on 14 October.33 The 3d Platoon also 
performed a route reconnaissance 
to a proposed assembly area to en-
sure the desert terrain was suitable 
for supporting the heavy HIMARS 
during travel.34 In the meantime, 
Captain Bitonti and Company A 
received a warning order, switched 
areas of responsibility with Com-
pany C, remounted their armored 
vehicles, and embarked on an in-
tense week of refresher training and 
maintenance.35 

On 19 October, organizations 
participating in the operation 
moved toward Combat Outpost Payne, which served 
as an initial staging area for Task Force Highlander. 
The 1st Battalion, 11th Marines’ communications 
platoon, under Captain Ronnie L. Creech, began to 
actively support Operation Steel Dawn II, providing 

the equipment and personnel necessary to operate 
the forward combat operations center.36 Lieutenant 
Colonel Leonard issued an operations order to key 
leaders the following day and, on 22 October, the 
participants reconvened to conduct a detailed re-

Photo by Cpl Ismael E. Ortega, Defense Imagery 140518-M-RD023-077
Marines with Battery S, 5th Battalion, 11th Marines, fire the M142 High Mo-
bility Artillery Rocket System during Exercise Desert Scimitar 2014 at Twen-
tynine Palms. 

Photo by Cpl Paul D. Zelner, Defense Imagery 339079
A convoy from Combat Logistic Battalion 3, 1st Marines Logistics Group 
(Forward), heads to Combat Outpost Payne on 21 October 2010 to sup-
port Operation Steel Dawn II.

32 Maj David J. Grabow award recommendation, 14 February 2011 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA); and 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 
35–39.
33 Ibid., 38.
34 Garcia intvw.
35 Bitonti intvw; and LCpl Adam B. Ramirez intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 8 February 2011 (Oral HistColl).
36 Garcia intvw; and 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 23, 25.
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hearsal of concepts drill. Majors Matthew Miller and 
Jon A. Custis, the 1st LAR’s operations and executive 
officers, respectively, walked the participants through 
the operational sequence and corrected problems 
identified during the group exercise.37 Lieutenant 
Colonel Garcia later noted that “The thorough plan-
ning and rehearsals conducted prior to the raid en-
sured the seamless integration of these elements and 
refined the command and control of the raid force.”38

Companies A and B departed Combat Outpost 
Payne the next day, heading in opposite directions to 
conduct interdiction operations for five days. As part 
of Lieutenant Colonel Leonard’s deception plan, the 
companies intended that any Taliban groups moni-
toring the Marine units’ activities would interpret the 
movements as routine patrols.39 Shaping and recon-
naissance operations conducted in support of Steel 
Dawn II (e.g., Operations Steel Dawn I and Press 16) 

also began on 23 October.40 Gun-
nery Sergeant Aaron J. Abrams, 
Company A’s 2d Platoon sergeant, 
served as Task Force Highlander’s 
liaison to Task Force 210 during 
Operation Press 16. The British re-
connaissance patrol collected in-
formation on the proposed route, 
identified enemy observation posts 
covering the mountain passes, and 
observed activities in and around 
Bahram Chah.41

On 25 October, Major Custis be-
gan to push command and support 
elements south. The intermediary 
goal was to establish a logistics stag-
ing area (LSA) about 60 kilome-
ters from Combat Outpost Payne.42  

Lieutenant Colonel Leonard, who 
considered Bahram Chah the “nex-
us of all bad things . . . happening” 

in Helmand and Kandahar Provinces, spoke can-
didly to his Marines before departing: “We will go 
into the Bazaar of Barham [sic] Chah and say, ‘We’ll 
come here any time we want—you can’t stop us. You 
don’t get to operate with impunity.’ We will tell them, 
‘If you want to come back and rebuild this place, go 
ahead. We will be back in three months’. ”43

The LSA was situated in a large wadi (dry stream 
bed) in the middle of the desert, a site specifically 
chosen for its remoteness. Task Force Highlander 
assembled 178 vehicles and 1,100 personnel into 
a raid force in the isolated location without being 
observed. Getting to the LSA was difficult as sand 
dunes and rough terrain hindered the progress of 
the heavily laden vehicles.44 During the week-long 
operation, for example, one M88 armored vehicle 
crew recovered or repaired 53 vehicles.45

Upon the artillery group’s arrival at the LSA, Ma-

Photo by Cpl Paul D. Zelner, Defense Imagery 101021-M-4388Z-004
LtCol Scott D. Leonard, commanding officer of 1st LAR and Task Force 
Highlander, addresses Marines participating in Operation Steel Dawn II at 
Combat Outpost Payne on 25 October 2010.

37 Leonard intvw.
38 Garcia comments on draft ms.
39 Bitonti intvw; and GySgt Aaron J. Abrams intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 8 February 2011 (Oral HistColl).
40 1st MarDiv ComdC, Part 2, Fires.
41 Abrams intvw; and GySgt Aaron J. Abrams award recommendation, 2 December 2010 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA).
42 Maj Jon A. Custis award recommendation, 15 March 2011 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA).
43 Cpl Derek B. Carlson, “Afghan, Coalition Forces Kill Insurgents; Seize Drugs, Weapons during Raid,” Marine Corps News, 1 November 2010, 
http://www.3rdmaw.marines.mil/News/NewsArticleDisplay/tabid/8112/Article/548747/afghan-coalition-forces-kill-insurgents-seize-drugs
-weapons-during-raid.aspx.
44 Leonard intvw; and Maj Jon A. Custis intvw with Maj Beth Wolney, 7 February 2011 (Oral HistColl).
45 Cpl Paul D. Zellner, “Wrecker Crew Keeps Convoy Rolling during Operation Steel Dawn II,” Defense Imagery, 13 November 2010.
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ground running along each side of the proposed 
route—and fired at enemy positions previously des-
ignated as on-call targets. When the rounds began 
to impact, the enemy fired flares into the night sky 
and attempted to flee in vehicles. Abrams reported 
that numerous headlights illuminated a large traffic 
jam.52 

The next day, the reconnaissance patrol rejoined 
Task Force Highlander at the LSA and delivered 
their account to Lieutenant Colonel Leonard. Al-
though Leonard had originally intended to follow 
the western pass through the mountains, the patrol 
reported that the circuitous route would take the 
convoy directly past the city’s main residential area. 
Shortly before departure, the route was changed to 
the eastern pass.53

Movement to Contact
The raid was originally scheduled to begin on the 
evening of 28 October, but torrential rains resulted 
in a one-day weather delay.54 Around 1800 hours the 
following evening, Task Force Highlander formed a 

jor Grabow established a command and control 
node to support other task force elements during 
the operation. The communications platoon from 
1st Battalion, 11th Marines, provided host services 
via multiple tactical satellite radio networks. Due to 
its communications capabilities, the artillery com-
mand element also fulfilled the role of camp com-
mandant.46 

Combat Logistics Battalion 3 Marines provided 
critical assistance to Task Force Highlander through-
out the operation. Motor Transport Company B, un-
der Captain Matthew J. Neely, provided eight pallets 
of food and 15,000 gallons of water as well as fuel, 
ammunition, and other supplies via combat logistics 
patrols and helicopter support teams. Marines from 
Landing Support Platoon, Headquarters and Service 
Company, off-loaded supplies at multiple sites,47  and 
the 1st Medical Battalion’s Shock Trauma Platoon 
provided a mobile trauma bay.48

Marine Wing Support Squadron 373 also con-
tributed significantly to the operation, constructing 
a forward arming and refueling point (FARP) near 
the LSA.49 A Bell Boeing MV-22B Osprey from Ma-
rine Medium Tiltrotor Squadron 365 (VMM-365), 
commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Craig C. Le-
Flore, was the first aircraft to land at the FARP on 
29 October and provided assault support during the 
operation.50 Captain Patrick W. Richardson, a Bell 
AH-1 Super Cobra pilot with Marine Light Attack 
Helicopter Squadron 369, also operated from the 
FARP. Richardson later explained that “We were able 
to spend 15 minutes in transit, 20–30 minutes to re-
fuel and rearm, and get back to support troops on 
the ground.”51 The facility also had on-hand casualty 
evacuation capability.

On 26 October, operating farther south near the 
objective area, Gunnery Sergeant Abrams and the 
British reconnaissance patrol conducted a night 
mortar raid against Bahram Chah. The commandos 
established two observation posts—situated on high 

Photo by Sgt Derek Carlson, Defense Imagery 101029-M-4388Z-003
Supplies are offloaded from a Bell Boeing MV-22B Os-
prey with VMM-365 at a remote logistics staging area 
on 29 October 2010. 

46 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 13, 23; and Garcia intvw.
47 Cpl Paul D. Zellner, “Marines Provide Logistics Support to Coalition Forces during Operation Steel Dawn II,” Defense Imagery, 11 November 2010.
48 Leonard intvw.
49 Carlson, “Afghan, Coalition Forces Kill Insurgents.”
50 See image courtesy of Defense Imagery (337483) that accompanies Carlson, “Afghan, Coalition Forces Kill Insurgents”; and VMM-365 ComdC, 3.
51 Carlson, “Afghan, Coalition Forces Kill Insurgents.”
52 Abrams intvw; and Abrams award. On 23 and 26 October 2010, Task Force Leatherneck executed dynamic strikes against compounds associ-
ated with the production of IEDs, destroying buildings and their contents, according to the 1st MarDiv ComdC.
53 Rapkoch intvw; and Abrams intvw.
54 Ibid.
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column and headed south to Bahram Chah.55 The 
Marines first needed to reach the line of departure 
on the north side of Chagai Hills—20 kilometers 
short of the bazaar—and then maneuver through 
the mountain pass to arrive at a designated release 
point by 0700 hours the following morning.56 The 
time requirement deepened the Marines’ sense of 
urgency; if they failed to arrive on time, Task Force 
210 would have to execute its portion of the mission 
without ground support. Lance Corporal Ramirez, a 
vehicle driver from Company A, later recalled that 
the Marines had traveled light and fast—bringing 
only water, chow, ammunition, and a one-day pack 
per man.57

Company A held the lead position in the 85-vehi-
cle convoy, and Captain Bitonti divided the unit into 
two sections for movement: 2d Platoon with attach-
ments from 3d Combat Engineer Battalion, compa-
ny headquarters, and logistics vehicles followed by 
1st and 3d Platoons. The engineering assets included 
assault vehicles with rocket-propelled mine clearing 
line charges and a D7 bulldozer and M870 semitrail-
er for breaching three IED-laden choke points. The 
battalion’s jump command post was next in line, fol-
lowed by Company B and the logistics train.58 Ma-
jor Grabow and the cannon platoon brought up the 
rear, while Captain Curtis and the HIMARS platoon 
remained at the LSA.59 Major General Mills and rep-
resentatives from several U.S. government agencies 
also accompanied the raid force.60

Working its way south, Company A marked the 
route and relayed situational information to the re-
mainder of the convoy. Gunnery Sergeant Abrams, 
who guided the lead platoon, recalled that the sky 
had been clear when the company began the road 
march. However, a solitary black cloud followed 
the Marines, eventually bringing rain, thunder, and 

lightning. During the approach, the Marine compa-
ny had expected to strike numerous IEDs, but none 
were encountered.61

Task Force 210 approached the objective area 
aboard CH-47 helicopters, relaying position re-
ports to Marines as it crossed airborne phase lines. 
When the British were approximately two minutes 
from the landing zone, at around 1940 hours, Task 
Force Highlander initiated the kinetic portion of the 
operation.62 A B-1 bomber attacked enemy fighting 
positions and observation posts along the Marines’ 
axis of advance and near the commandos’ ingress 
point. During two passes, the bomber struck eight 
preplanned targets with laser-guided 2,000-pound 
bombs.63 

As the convoy reached the north side of the Chagai 
Hills, the logistics train and artillery group pulled off 
the road and established a functional firing position 
in only 15 minutes.64 While Task Force Highlander 
maneuvered along the eastern corridor toward Bah-
ram Chah, the artillerymen shot illumination rounds 
over the western pass in an effort to deceive the en-
emy on which direction the Marines would initiate 
the attack. When Company A approached the first 
IED-laden choke point, the Marines spotted Taliban 
fighters massing along high ground paralleling the 
canyon. At Captain Rapkoch’s request, the cannon 
platoon began to shoot preplanned preparatory fires 
against enemy defensive positions, shifting in concert 
with the task force’s advance, effectively suppressing 
the enemy with at least one sympathetic detonation 
and allowing the convoy to continue forward. At a 
second choke point, the cannon platoon again sup-
pressed Taliban forces.65 In all, the platoon fired 107 
high explosive rounds in support of the breaches.66 

Task Force Highlander also employed close 
air support to strike the enemy.67 Lance Corporal 

55 Clauss intvw; and MSgt Curtis C. Gregory intvw with Col N. S. Lowrey, 8 February 2011 (Oral HistColl).
56 Rapkoch intvw; and Ramirez intvw.
57 Ibid.
58 Gregory intvw; and Custis award.
59 Maj David J. Grabow intvw with LtCol R. S. Sellards, 9 February 2011 (Oral HistColl); Garcia intvw; and Grabow award.
60 Leonard intvw; and Mills intvw.
61 Abrams intvw.
62 Rapkoch intvw; Clauss intvw; Abrams intvw; and Rapkoch award.
63  Ibid.; and Rapkoch intvw.
64 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 25; Rapkoch award; and Rapkoch intvw.
65 Rapkoch award; Garcia intvw; and Leonard intvw.
66 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 36.
67 Rapkoch intvw.
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Ramirez recalled the surreal experience of riding 
through the night with bombs exploding near the 
objective, artillery impacting along the ridgelines, 
and illumination rounds drifting downward over the 
western pass.68 Sergeant Stuart R. Sanford, a vehicle 
commander in Company B, similarly remembered 
an “awesome fireworks show” as the “artillery was 
blowing the hell out of everything.”69 

The journey south was not without difficulties for 
Coalition forces. At one point, the trailer hauling the 
bulldozer became stuck and, when Marines tried to 
pull it free, an axle broke. While leaders contemplated 
what to do, a lance corporal climbed into the driver’s 
seat, backed the bulldozer off the trailer, and asked 
“Hey, gunny, which way do I go?” The gunnery ser-
geant pointed south, and the young Marine moved 
out at three and a half kilometers per hour.70 On 
another occasion, the combat engineer support ele-
ment led a convoy down the wrong corridor. When 
3d Platoon Commander First Lieutenant Michael D. 
Wright realized what happened, he initiated correc-
tive action and, on Captain Bitonti’s orders, assumed 
maneuver control of the engineer element.71 

Progress was swift and Task Force Highlander 

reached its designated release point, a hilltop near 
the southern entrance to the mountain pass, around 
0430. Having arrived two hours before sunrise and 
well ahead of schedule, the Marines received word 
that Task Force 210 was not ready to launch the at-
tack and halted the convoy. As Marines established 
a hasty blocking position and waited in the dark, the 
infrared strobe lights on the antenna of the armored 
vehicles reminded Captain Rapkoch of a traffic jam 
on U.S. Interstate 95.72

Shortly after being inserted about three miles 
southeast of the bazaar, the British commandos be-
gan to receive small-arms fire. In response, the HI-
MARS platoon fired three GPS-guided rockets into 
the buildings where the gunfire emanated. Before 
long, the commandos proceeded to secure the pe-
rimeter. They established preliminary positions on 
each corner of the bazaar and an observation post 
on a mountain peak northwest of Bahram Chah; 
they also marked lanes for the armored vehicles to 
follow. The Marines then surged forward.73 

Actions on the Objective
The road sloped down beyond the release point, first 
heading southeast and then cutting sharply to the 
southwest before opening into a three-kilometer-
wide valley.74 The smaller village of Jumakhan was 
situated to the east, the larger village of Haji Wakil to 
the west, and the bazaar near the middle. When First 
Lieutenant Sean T. Knapp led the engineer platoon 
forward in the dark to breach the entrance to the 
objective area, the platoon encountered small-arms, 
machine-gun, and RPG fire. First Platoon, Compa-
ny A, under First Lieutenant Jonathan R. Walaski, 
moved forward to establish a temporary blocking 
position and to provide cover fire; the company 
quickly suppressed the enemy. After the rocket-pro-
pelled line charges twice misfired, Captain Bitonti 
pushed forward with the mine rollers. Around this 
time, the bulldozer emerged from the pass.75

Photo by Sgt Derek Carlson, Defense Imagery 101029-M-1842C-002 
Artillery illumination and a desert storm light up the 
night sky over the Chagai Hills as Task Force Highlander 
maneuvers south through a mountain pass toward Bah-
ram Chah on 29 November 2010.

68 Ramirez intvw.
69 Sanford intvw.
70 Mills intvw.
71 1stLt Michael D. Wright award recommendation, 2 December 2010 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA).
72 Leonard intvw; Bitonti intvw; Gregory intvw; and Rapkoch intvw.
73 Ibid.; Clauss intvw; Abrams intvw; Garcia intvw; and 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 39.
74 Bitonti intvw; and Rapkoch intvw.
75 Mills intvw.
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The Marines 1st Platoon quickly 
maneuvered past the engineers, 
crossed into the objective area, and 
swung east to establish the assigned 
blocking position along the south-
west side of Jumakhan. Although 
intelligence had predicted little if 
any resistance from the village of 
single-story adobe dwellings, as 
soon as the Marines pulled into po-
sition, they encountered additional 
small-arms, machine-gun, and RPG 
fire. The Marines again suppressed 
the enemy with ease.76  

With Lieutenant Walaski’s pla-
toon shielding the mountain pass 
exit, the remainder of Task Force 
Highlander was able to flow un-
impeded into the objective area.77 
Company A passed through the 
British lines while skirting along the north side of 
the bazaar and then swung south to cordon off the 
southwest side of Haji Wakil.78 Master Sergeant Cur-
tis C. Gregory, Company A’s operations chief, re-
called a relative calm at that point, as flashes from 
the commandos’ infrared lights and weapons sights 
could be seen atop buildings in the bazaar79—good 
news for the Marines, who had been precluded from 
firing their weapons until they passed the British 
lines.80

Captain Bitonti established a linear blocking posi-
tion, facing west toward Bahram Chah. Lieutenant 
Michael D. Mitchell’s 2d platoon was located on the 
southern flank in a low-lying, vegetated area near 
the Pakistani border. The rest of the company was 
situated on higher ground, with headquarters in the 
middle and Second Lieutenant Wright’s 3d Platoon 
to the north.81

It was dark by the time 2d Platoon pulled into po-
sition. The enemy could hear, but not see the Ma-
rines’ armored vehicles. Before long, the Marines 

spotted enemy fighters maneuvering toward their 
position, ducking in and out of buildings and crawl-
ing through the brush. The insurgents operated 
individually, as pairs, and occasionally in teams of 
three or four. Most were armed with assault rifles, 
although some carried machine guns and RPGs. 
In one instance, Gunnery Sergeant Abrams’s crew 
killed a pair of fighters who had tried to fire an RPG 
at the Marines. When the enemy fell, another fight-
er picked up the RPG and tried to fire, but was also 
shot. Nearby, Lieutenant Mitchell’s crew similarly 
engaged a fighter armed with an RPG who was ma-
neuvering through vegetation about 75 meters away. 
The Marines may have killed a suicide bomber—a 
man wearing a vest appeared to explode as he ran at 
their vehicle and was shot.82

The enemy maneuvered like well-trained and dis-
ciplined soldiers, yet they were obviously unfamiliar 
with the light armored vehicles’ capabilities.83 In ad-
dition to being well armed and impervious to small-
arms fire, the vehicles had thermal imagery devices 

Map by author

76 Bitonti intvw; and 1stLt Jonathan R. Walaski award recommendation, 2 February 2011 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA).
77 Ibid.
78 Bitonti intvw.
79 Gregory intvw.
80 Abrams intvw.
81 Bitonti intvw; Gregory intvw; and Abrams intvw.
82 Ibid.
83 Bitonti intvw.
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that allowed the crews to shoot accurately in the 
dark at up to 3,000 meters. According to Sergeant 
Sanford, the thermal imaging devices made night 
“as bright as day and so detailed you can determine 
what kind of weapon the enemy is carrying.”84 Gun-
nery Sergeant Abrams also acknowledged being able 
to see the enemy maneuvering through buildings 
and behind walls.85

After passing through British lines, Captain Has-
kamp established a second blocking position with 
Company B facing south along the north side of 
Haji Wakil. Second Platoon, under First Lieutenant 
Gabriel M. Lavine, was positioned on the left flank, 
with the company executive officer, First Lieutenant 
Charles L. Hostetler, and Headquarters Platoon in 
the middle. Third Platoon, under First Lieutenant 
Christopher M. Phifer, was on the right flank. Each 
platoon had to carefully observe their sectors of fire, 

because they were unable see Com-
pany A to the southeast. In addition 
to cordoning off the residential area, 
3d Platoon was also positioned to 
cover the entrance to the western 
corridor.86 

Shortly after Company B passed 
the bazaar, a vehicle crew spotted 
and killed three fighters armed with 
RPGs. Once in position, other mem-
bers of the company engaged small 
groups of fighters who were ma-
neuvering among the buildings and 
through the bush. First Sergeant Jon 
D. Jerome, unimpressed by the en-
emy’s lack of situational awareness, 
was dumbfounded that they contin-
ued to use paths that the Marines 
covered with automatic weapons.87

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel 
Leonard situated his jump com-

mand post on the edge of the objective area, north 
of the bend in the battalion’s L-shaped blocking po-
sition, about 800 meters from Haji Wakil.88 Major 
Custis established a multiuse point directly behind 
the objective area, which incorporated the casualty 
collection, maintenance collection, detainee transfer, 
and combined-operations coordination points for 
Task Forces Highlander and 210.89 Captain Rapkoch 
took control of all supporting fires and employed 
AC-130 gunships to disrupt the insurgents’ haphaz-
ard defenses.90 According to intelligence reports, 
little danger of civilian casualties existed because 
Taliban forces had driven them out the area, and 
the civilians had not returned before the Marines’ 
arrival.91 To prevent accusations of firing across the 
Pakistani border, Marines also used video to capture 
all weapons fires within the objective area.92

Taliban resistance decreased as dawn broke, al-

Defense Imagery 101030-M-1263P-011
Task Force Highlander’s forward command center on the morning of its 
raid against Bahram Chah on 30 October 2010 was situated on the north-
ern outskirts of the main residential area at the base of a hill in Afghanistan 
bearing an image of the Taliban flag.

84 Sanford intvw.
85 Abrams intvw.
86 Sanford intvw; 1stSgt Jon D. Jerome intvw with LtCol R. S. Sellards, 7 February 2011 (Oral HistColl); and 1stSgt Jon D. Jerome phone conversa-
tion with author.
87 Jerome intvw.
88 Leonard award; Rapkoch intvw; and Jerome phone conversation.
89 Custis award.
90 Rapkoch award; and Rapkoch intvw.
91 Jerome intvw.
92 Grabow intvw.
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though isolated individuals and lo-
cations were targeted throughout 
the day. In one instance, for exam-
ple, Company B Marines observed 
an enemy spotter using a cell phone 
to direct 107mm rocket fire. Marines 
responded with a tube-launched, 
optically-tracked, wireless-guided 
(TOW) missile launched at the 
building in which the spotter was 
hiding.93

Task Force 210 cleared the 
bazaar—which measured approxi-
mately 400 meters by 700 meters 
and contained about 150 shops—
in 12 hours. First Lieutenant Buck 
A. Bradley’s 1st Platoon detached 
from Company B upon enter-
ing the objective area and assisted 
the British by providing cover as 
the commandos maneuvered for-
ward, suppressing enemy fighting 
positions and securing high-speed 
avenues of approach.94 The com-
mandos moved systematically from 
west to east and examined each of 
the bazaar’s shops for indications 
that its occupants were contributing 
to the insurgency. If the search failed 
to find such evidence, the shop was 
left intact. If evidence of illicit activ-
ities was discovered (e.g., weapons, 
munitions, or bomb making or drug 
processing materials), the material 
was seized for further exploitation 
or destroyed on site.95 During the clearing operation, 
commandos killed a suicide bomber before he could 
detonate his explosives.96 

Captain Bitonti and Master Sergeant Gregory 
coordinated the medical evacuation of two Afghan 
soldiers injured while clearing the bazaar. As the 
two Marines moved toward the bazaar to collect the 

wounded, a HIMARS rocket struck and destroyed 
a nearby building, but they were uninjured. One of 
the Afghan soldiers had been shot in the hip, and 
the other had twisted his ankle.97 After transporting 
the wounded to the multiuse point for treatment and 
evacuation, the Marines rejoined Company A.98 

Tensions grew throughout the day as a crowd of 

Photo by SSgt Jeremy Ross, Defense Imagery 379620
A 17 March 2011 photo shows the Bahram Chah bazaar, which facilitat-
ed the movement of enemy fighters, weapons, and ammunition into—and 
drugs out of—Afghanistan.

Defense Imagery 336189
British special operating forces and Marines from Task Force Highlander 
search a compound at one end of the Bahram Chah bazaar on 30 October 
2010. 

93 Jerome intvw.
94 1stLt Buck A. Bradley award recommendation, 23 November 2010 (MilAwdsBr, HQMC, Quantico, VA).
95 MajGen Richard P. Mills, “Major General Richard Mills on Afghanistan” (lecture, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Washington, DC, 
27 April 2011), http://carnegieendowment.org/2011/04/27/major-general-richard-mills-on-afghanistan/49q.
96 Clauss intvw; Rapkoch intvw; and Leonard intvw.
97 Clauss intvw; Rapkoch intvw; and Leonard intvw. 
98 Gregory intvw; and Clauss intvw.
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unarmed men gathered on the Paki-
stani side of the border. The men 
moved about in groups of approxi-
mately 10–50 individuals and even-
tually totaled about 500 people.99  
Gunnery Sergeant Abrams recalled 
that the men sat on the ground, un-
der trees, on walls, or in compounds. 
They watched the Marines with ca-
sual disregard, as if they were certain 
of their safety and waiting patiently 
for the Coalition forces to leave.100 
The prevailing opinion was that the 
men were Taliban reinforcements, 
assembled from villages throughout 
the region, preparing for a counter-
attack that failed to materialize after 
the fatal morning defeat.101 

Later that afternoon, the Marines 
were able to vent their frustrations 
over the growing crowd south of the 
border. A large hill mass north of the 
objective area overlooked Haji Wakil. On one slope, 
the enemy had inscribed “Taliban Pass” using white 
rocks. When A-10 aircraft destroyed the inscription 
with a 25mm cannon, Captain Bitonti likened the 
scene to “watching the eraser tool on [Microsoft] 
Paint.”102 The Marines cheered, but the Taliban were 
“livid, jumping around and slamming their fists on 
the ground.”103 Another slope held the image of the 
Taliban flag with an accompanying inscription; how-
ever, a friendly observation post was located nearby, 
and the site was left intact.

Later that afternoon, insurgent activity escalated, 
with occasional teams of two enemy fighters emerg-
ing from buildings to take potshots at the Marines. 
Once night fell, scattered engagements of growing 
intensity occurred across the Marines’ frontage.104 
Originally, the combined task force was to remain 
in the objective area for a second day to clear Haji 

Wakil, but element leaders reckoned that the most 
important part of the mission was accomplished and 
that lingering any longer would tempt fate. The Co-
alition had suffered two casualties by that point, and 
the force had gone without sleep for 36 hours. More-
over, Haji Wakil was larger and more complex than 
the bazaar; the plan for Haji Wakil was not as well 
developed; and maintaining command and control 
would be difficult.105

At the conclusion of the clearing operation, 1st 
Platoon, under Lieutenant Bradley, escorted Task 
Force 210 to an extraction point, located about 
four kilometers from the objective area.106 The Brit-
ish were lifted out by helicopter around midnight. 
After confirmation of the commandos’ extraction, 
Task Force Highlander began its own move from 
Bahram Chah. Before leaving, however, the Marines 
destroyed the Taliban flag on the nearby hillside.107 

Defense Imagery 336192
Flames and smoke rise from a damaged Taliban structure during Opera-
tion Steel Dawn II on 30 October 2010.
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Task Force Highlander returned along the same 
route it had used to enter. The convoy departed by 
echelon, in reverse order of its arrival, while the 
cannon platoon covered its withdrawal with smoke 
rounds.108 The only thing slowing the Marines’ exit 
was the recovery of abandoned, inoperable armored 
vehicles from a platoon that had guarded the corri-
dor during the raid.109 

The convoy reached the LSA around 0500 hours 
on 31 October. Companies A and B quickly estab-
lished a southward facing screen in front of the as-

sembly area.110 While unit leaders participated in an 
operational debriefing, the Marines attended to their 
vehicles, weapons, equipment, and personal gear, 
but also found time to get much needed rest. The 
following morning, Task Force Highlander began to 
collapse the LSA. Over the next two days, the sup-
port and then the assault elements returned to their 
home stations.111 

The raid on Bahram Chah was considered an un-
mitigated success. While no Marines had been in-
jured, official press releases reported that Coalition 

Operation Steel Dawn II

In late October 2010, Coalition forces from Regional Command Southwest (RC-SW) raided the bazaar at 
Bahram Chah, which served as a Taliban logistics base along the southwestern border between Afghani-
stan and Pakistan. Task Force 210, a conglomerate of British and Afghan special operations forces, com-

prised the assault element. As the operation’s main effort, Task Force 210’s initial mission was to insert under 
the cover of darkness and seize the bazaar. 

The 1st Light Armored Reconnaissance Battalion (1st LAR/Task Force Highlander) served as the security ele-
ment. Its role was to conduct a simultaneous road march to Bahram Chah, to link up with Task Force 210 at sun-
rise, and then to secure the objective area by cordoning off villages to the northeast and southwest of the bazaar. 
This would enable Task Force 210 to focus on searching for contraband and intelligence rather than fighting off 
insurgents.

The support element was primarily drawn from other I Marine Expeditionary Force (I MEF) units. It included 
a platoon from 3d Combat Engineer Battalion, which accompanied Task Force Highlander and helped negate ob-
stacles in the convoy’s path. A groupment of light howitzers and rocket artillery from 1st Battalion, 11th Marines, 
eliminated enemy fighting positions along the route and in the objective area. Marines from Combat Logistics 
Battalion 3’s Landing Support Platoon and Motor Transport Company B provided food, water, fuel, and ammuni-
tion as well as recovered and repaired damaged vehicles during the operation. Marine Wing Support Squadron 
373 established a forward arming and refueling point. Operating from this location, pilots and aircrews from 
Marine Heavy Helicopter Squadron 466, Marine Medium Tiltroter Squadron 365, and Marine Light Attack He-
licopter Squadron 369 provided logistical, medical evacuation, and close air support to the ground forces. Close 
air support included the Marine Fighter Attack Squadron 232, flying from the Kandahar International Airport, 
and U.S. Air Force Rockwell B-1 Lancer bombers, Fairchild Republic A-10 Thunderbolt attack bombers, and 
Lockheed AC-130 Spectre gunships. U.S. Army Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters were also on hand in 
case medical evacuations were required.

The raid was an unmitigated success and, according to Major General Richard P. Mills, commander of I MEF 
and RC-SW, it had a significant impact on the enemy’s warfighting ability. In addition to killing between 15 and 
25 insurgents, Coalition forces seized nearly 27 metric tons of ammonium nitrate, 60 cases of .50-caliber machine 
gun ammunition, 22 IEDs, and numerous artillery shells, automatic weapons, and assorted ammunition, as well 
as 40 kilograms of opium, 500 liters of acid, and 2,000 kilograms of precursor chemicals used to refine narcotics. 
No Marines were injured during the operation. 

108 Clauss intvw; and 1st Battalion, 11th Marines ComdC, 36.
109 Rapkoch intvw; and Abrams intvw.
110 Clauss intvw.
111 Leonard intvw.
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forces had killed between 15 and 25 insurgents. Re-
ports also acknowledged that those numbers did not 
include dead or wounded fighters that the enemy 
might have retrieved during the prolonged action.112  

Other sources, which did account for those losses, 
estimated that the number of enemy dead might have 
been more than 70.113 In addition to seizing nearly 27 
metric tons of ammonium nitrate—enough to arm 
2,000 IEDs—the raid force also recovered 60 cases of 
.50-caliber machine-gun ammunition, 22 IEDs, and 
numerous artillery shells, automatic weapons, and 
assorted ammunition. Drug-related materials con-
fiscated included 40 kilograms of opium, 500 liters 
of acid, and 2,000 kilograms of precursor chemicals 
used to refine narcotics.114 

In November 2010, 3d LAR, under Lieutenant 
Colonel Kenneth R. Kassner, relieved Task Force 
Highlander. As Lieutenant Colonel Leonard had 
prophesized, Coalition forces returned to Bahram 
Chah in March 2011. The 3d LAR spent three days in 
the infamous border town during Operation Rawhide 
II. The Marines destroyed the bazaar, killed about 50 
insurgents, and sustained minimal casualties.115 

At the end of March 2011, Major General Mills 
turned command of RC-SW over to Major General 
John A. Toolan. After returning to the United States, 
Mills described Coalition efforts to deny sanctuary 
to the enemy and to “fight him on ground of our 
choosing” as having a “significant impact.”116 

In a series of fairly aggressive movements up around 
the Sangin area and south against the border in Bahram 
Chah, we kept pressure on his lines of supply, kept pres-
sure on his forces as they really tried to move to find areas 
to rest and relax in. We had some significant gains against 

him in that way and began to see some of his forces begin 
to crumble. As the supply lines were cut, we got excel-
lent intelligence that showed us it was impacting him in 
the fighting holes. He was running out of money. He was 
running out of equipment, he was running out of am-
munition. We saw that in things like him digging up old 
IEDs to attempt to reuse them on the battlefield. Things 
he would not have done had he had a warehouse full of 
them sitting somewhere. We saw him saving his expend-
ed ammunition in order to repack his rounds. Things like 
that showed that he was having supply difficulties. We had 
very good intel that showed his subordinate command-
ers were also selling personal equipment, such as cars in 
order to pay their troops. Again, something he would not 
have done had he had access to the resources that he had 
at one point in time. So I think the pressure on him, the 
constant pressure, and the ability to fight him on ground 
of our choosing had a significant impact on his success.117 

Epilogue
Despite those gains, Bahram Chah continued to 
serve as a Taliban logistics center in southwestern 
Afghanistan. One factor contributing to the site’s 
staying power was the enemy’s ability to seek sanc-
tuary in nearby Pakistan. Major General Toolan la-
mented, “. . . it’s like I can’t shut the water off, I just 
keep mopping up the floor. If I could turn the wa-
ter off in Pakistan, it would be a lot better.”118 The 
Pakistani Army’s XII Corps was of little help on the 
southern side of the border because its government 
was preoccupied with a separatist movement in 
Balochistan, Pakistan. 

Another factor was the aggressive withdrawal of 
American forces from Afghanistan, which began in 
July 2011 and then accelerated in 2012.119 As strategic 
priorities shifted, Task Force Leatherneck focused on 

112 U.S. Department of Defense, “Officials in Afghanistan Provide Details of Operations,” DOD News, 1 June 2010; and ISAF IJC Headquarters, 
“Afghan, Coalition Forces Wrap Up Helmand Clearing Operation,” DOD News, 8 November 2010.
113 Leonard award.
114 Carlson, “Afghan, Coalition Forces Kill Insurgents.”
115 Sgt Jeremy Ross, “3rd LAR Strikes Key Insurgent Border Hub during Operation Raw Hide II,” II MEF Marine Expeditionary Force, 19 March 
2011, http://www.iimef.marines.mil/News/NewsArticle/tabid/472/Article/529363/3rd-lar-strikes-key-insurgent-border-hub-during-operation-
raw-hide-ii.aspx.
116 Mills intvw.
117 Ibid.
118 Jim Garamone, “Pakistan, Corruption Affect South, West Afghanistan,” American Forces Press Service, 24 April 2012.
119 CNN Wire Staff, “Afghan Withdrawal More ‘Aggressive’ than Military Proposed,” CNN News, 24 June 2011, http://www.cnn.com/2011/
POLITICS/06/23/afghanistan.troops.drawdown/; Chris Carroll, “As Marines Leave Helmand, Focus Turns to Training Those Left Behind,” Stars 
and Stripes, 11 July 2012, http://www.stripes.com/news/as-marines-leave-helmand-focus-turns-to-training-those-left-behind-1.182699; and 
Dan Lamothe, “Taliban Make Gains as Marines Take Backseat,” Marine Corps Times, 29 October 2012, http://archive.marinecorpstimes.com/
article/20121029/NEWS/210290319/Taliban-make-gains-Marines-take-backseat.
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training, advising, and turning operating areas over 
to Afghan security forces.120 Major General Charles 
M. Gurganus, who followed Major General Toolan 
as commander of RC-SW, defined success during his 
tenure “as setting the conditions for the Afghans to 
take over their own security, their own government, 
and then they have an opportunity to decide what 

to do with it.”121 Afghani Lieutenant Colonel Mo-
hammad Rasul Qandahari, who commanded an Af-
ghanistan Border Police battalion situated along the 
southern Helmand River, conceded that he and his 
men would need more manpower and larger weap-
ons before they could hope to push southward into 
enemy territory.122  s1775s

120 Robert Burns, “Afghanistan: Marines to Wind Down Combat in 2012,” Huffington Post, 26 November 2011, http://www.huffingtonpost
.com/2011/11/26/afghanistan-marines-2012_n_1114239.html.
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The U.S. Marine Corps’ reputation as an 
elite outfit in the military served as the 
foundation of its World War II recruiting 
campaign. The looming manpower short-

age sparked both the creation of women’s auxilia-
ries as well as massive recruiting drives for men and 
women. For the Marine Corps, recruiting women 
required a subtle, though significant, shift in both 
recruiting materials and strategy. Male recruits were 
encouraged to join an elite Service, to be among the 
first to the front, and to become “real men” in the 
process. Female recruits were presented with the 
same materials but with a vitally important differ-
ence. They were invited to join an elite Service with a 
grand tradition of excellence and to support the best 
fighters in the military, but they would remain “real 
women.” This subtle modification in the recruiting 
message drew highly sought-after women to the Ma-
rine Corps and, quite unexpectedly, helped reshape 
the rules of femininity in the United States.1 

The foundation of Marine Corps recruiting was the 
belief that the Corps was the finest organization, only 
taking the best and making them better.2 Since World 
War I, Marine Corps recruiting campaigns empha-

sized the Corps’ elite status, “portray[ing] Marines 
as the finest, toughest, most elite warriors in the U.S. 
military.”3  The World War I recruiting campaigns so-
lidified a recognizable image of the type of men who 
chose to join the Corps, and World War II efforts were 
consciously based on these popular constructions.4

The real challenge for recruiters was finding a bal-
ance between the Marine Corps’ staffing require-
ments and the culturally accepted workplaces for 
women. Civilian administrative office work was 
largely done by women in the 1940s. The Marine 
Corps needed clerks, typists, stenographers, mes-
sengers, and other office workers to make their 
administrative structure function efficiently. The 
Marine Corps’ reputation as fighters and infantry-
men—before anything else—made the concept of a 
woman Marine an incongruous idea with this per-
ceived cultural reputation. The recruiting campaign 
had to attract unique women who still fell within 
the socially accepted parameters of womanhood. 
As a result, recruiting materials aimed at potential 
women Marines layered the idea of Marine elitism 
over existing structures of femininity to create the 
image of an ideal recruit. The recruiting posters were 
designed primarily to encourage viewers to join the 
Marine Corps, make more Marines, and win the war, 
not change the rules of gender or push the boundar-
ies between men and women.

From Making Men
to Making Marines
MARINE CORPS RECRUITING DURING WORLD WAR II

1 In the face of a looming manpower shortage, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed an executive order in late 1942 requiring that all branches 
accept draftees ages 18–35 under the Selective Service Act. Because the Corps’ status as an all-volunteer organization was key to their image 
as elite, exceptional, and selective, this requirement presented a challenge for the Marine Corps. Therefore, they took a two-pronged approach 
to their recruiting strategies during the period. One method was to accept and recruit 17-year-old volunteers who had parental permission to 
join. The other was to post Marine liaisons at induction centers to convince draftees to name the Corps as their preferred Service. As a result, 
approximately 90 percent of male recruits for World War II selected the Corps, a fact that the Public Relations Division used to support the im-
age of the Marine Corps as an elite organization of volunteers. See Aaron B. O’Connell, Underdogs: The Making of the Modern Marine Corps 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 30.
2 Ibid., 7.
3 David J. Ulbrich, Preparing for Victory: Thomas Holcomb and the Making of the Modern Marine Corps, 1936—1943 (Anapolis, MD: U.S. Naval 
Institute, 2011), 159.
4 O’Connell, Underdogs, 27–28.
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One of the foundational themes of the male re-
cruiting posters was that the Marines would make 
real men out of recruits. For a number of reasons, 
including the obvious, recruiting posters directed 
at women could not take the same approach. While 
posters for male recruits promised a significant 
transformation, posters developed for female re-
cruits argued that women would still be feminine 
even after becoming Marines. There was real con-
cern, among southern congressmen specifically, that 
military service would draw women away from their 
traditional gender roles in the home, leading to a 
social collapse.5 For many in the military, even the 
thought of women in uniform pushed the boundar-
ies of gender too far. Following the creation of the 
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), soldiers 
wrote home with rumors that the women were pros-
titutes for soldiers. In some cases, concerned parents 
wrote to the WAAC leadership about their fears.6  
For the Marine Corps specifically, the appearance 
of propriety and respectability was the most impor-
tant factor in the design of its recruiting plan: “In 
all interpretations of activities . . . there must be the 
inference, through reflection, that the Women’s Re-
serve is possessed of a greater dignity and peopled 
by higher caliber personnel than any contemporary 
women’s force. Suggestions contained herein accept 

the foregoing as a primary dictate.”7 Because joining 
the military was a direct challenge to the traditional 
American strictures of femininity and respectable 
behavior, the women’s auxiliaries and the Marine 
Corps, in particular, emphasized that their recruits 
would remain respectable ladies even as they took 
on a variety of jobs outside the home that may have 
previously been reserved for men.

In the first half of the twentieth century, women 
moved into many formerly male-coded occupations. 
The needs of the country and the demands of war had 
created a massive increase in industrial production 
requirements that precipitated a labor shortage. Con-
currently, the military’s manpower needs increased 
for both combat and support roles. During World 
War I, the military fielded approximately two combat 
soldiers for every support soldier. By World War II, 
the ratio had shifted to two combat soldiers for every 
three in support roles.8 Women filled the workforce 
gaps in industry, agriculture, and, ultimately, the 
military.9 Women also worked in offices as secretar-
ies, stenographers, typists, and clerks and had served 
in the U.S. Army, Navy, and Marine Corps in World 
War I.10 On 30 July 1942, President Roosevelt signed 
the legislation authorizing enlistment and commis-
sioning of women’s naval reserves.11 The WAAC,12 
Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service 

5 Judith A. Bellafaire, The Women’s Army Corps: A Commemoration of World War II Service, CMH Publication 72-15 (Washington, DC: U.S. Army 
Center of Military History, undated). 
6 Col Mary V. Stremlow, Free a Marine to Fight: Women Marines in World War II (Washington, DC: Marine Corps Historical Center, 1993), 7. For 
more on the rumor campaign, fears of lesbians in the auxiliaries, and the sexualized attacks on women in the Armed Services, see Allan Bérubé, 
Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War II (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2010); MajGen 
Jeanne Holm, Women in the Military: An Unfinished Revolution, rev. ed. (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1992); D’Ann Campbell, Women at War with 
America: Private Lives in a Patriotic Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984); and Marilyn E. Hegarty, Victory Girls, Khaki-Wackies, 
and Patriotutes: The Regulation of Female Sexuality during World War II (New York: NYU Press, 2007). 
7 U.S. Marine Corps Public Relations Division, “Public Relations Plan” (Marine Corps History Division, Women Marines, Reserves 1 of 3, Subsec-
tion Articles, undated), hereafter “Public Relations Plan.” 
8 John J. McGrath, The Other End of the Spear: The Tooth-to-Tail Ratio (T3R) in Modern Military Operations (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies 
Institute Press, 2007), 11–24.
9 For more information on women’s work roles during World War II, see Campbell, Women at War with America; Doris Weatherford, American 
Women in World War II: An Encyclopedia (New York: Routledge, 2010); Susan M. Hartmann, The Home Front and Beyond: American Women in 
the 1940s (Woodbridge, CT: Twayne Publishers, 1982); and Emily Yellin, Our Mother’s War: American Women at Home and at the Front during 
World War II (New York: Free Press, 2004).
10 For more information on the gender-based changes in office work, see Carole Srole, Transcribing Class and Gender: Masculinity and Feminin-
ity in Nineteenth-Century Courts and Offices (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2009). For more information on the history of women 
in the Navy and Marine Corps during World War I, see Jean Ebbert and Marie-Beth Hall, The First, The Few, The Forgotten: Navy and Marine 
Corps Women in World War I (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2002). For more information on the history of women in the Army in World 
War I (the Hello Girls of the Signal Corps), see Dorothy and Carl J. Schneider, Into the Breach: American Women Overseas in World War I (New 
York: Viking Books, 1991); and Lettie Gavin, American Women in World War I: They Also Served (Denver: University Press of Colorado, 1997). 
The last women serving with the Marine Corps and Navy left service in 1922.
11 Roosevelt authorized the creation of the Army, Navy, and Coast Guard women’s auxiliary/reserves. The Army’s female auxiliary members be-
come known as the WAACs; their Navy counterparts become known as the WAVEs. For more information, see the Web site for the Department 
of Defense, “National Women’s History Month,” http://www.defense.gov/home/features/2015/0315_womens-history/.
12 The WAAC’s official birthday was 15 May 1942. It was converted to Regular Army status, becoming the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) on 3 July 
1943. See Bellafaire, The Women’s Army Corps at http://www.history.army.mil/brochures/WAC/WAC.HTM.



 Summer  2015      25

(WAVES),13 and the Coast Guard Women’s Reserve 
(SPAR)14 were instituted in the next few months and 
immediately began advertising for not just their par-
ticular branch but the idea of women serving in the 
military. Despite the traditional view of women as 
homebound nurturers, thousands of young women 
answered the call to arms and joined.15 

Military leaders were reluctant to include women 
in their branches, but the Marine Corps in particular 
was vehemently opposed to the idea. Marine Corps 
Commandant Lieutenant General Thomas Holcomb 
was determined to maintain the elite status of his 
Service, which he believed was the result of its ho-
mogeneity: a service of white men. He believed that 
including women would “ruin” the Marine Corps, 
and said as much to Congressman Melvin J. Maas, 
who introduced the Women’s Reserve legislation.16  
Obeying the presidential order to integrate, Hol-
comb implemented far more stringent requirements 
for women than those applied to men.17 The Marine 
Corps’ standards for men were higher than the other 
branches,18 and the additional hurdle winnowed the 
women applicants even further. 

In the months between November 1942 and Febru-
ary 1943, the Women’s Reserve and the Procurement 
Division had to conceptualize, design, and execute 
multiple types of recruiting materials to attract the 
specific women they wanted.19 The first decision was 
“to influence the choice of women who have already, 
or who are in the process of making up their minds to 
don a uniform.”20 As a result of their efforts, the divi-

sion created recruiting brochures, window placards, 
and posters for display. Some of the materials were 
destined for national distribution while others were 
distributed regionally. For the most part, the women’s 
marketing campaign modeled the men’s campaign, 
selling the elite status and tough reputation of the 
Marines Corps. Despite the intent to discourage 
women from applying, the higher standards actu-
ally strengthened the elite reputation of the Marine 
Corps. Many high-quality female applicants were 
drawn by the Corps’ reputation, so much so that the 
Women’s Reserve met its recruitment goals (18,000 
women by June 1944) six months ahead of schedule.21 
The Marine Corps began structuring its Reserve in 
November 1942, searching for a woman to serve as 
director, for a small staff, and for space for training 
and housing, and for creating a regulatory structure. 
The new group was activated on Sunday, 13 February 
1943 as the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve.22

The creators of the Women’s Reserve deconstruct-
ed the ideal of Marine-hood to a few fundamental 
components: tradition, being the first to fight, group 
membership and cohesion, and an elite status. All of 
these parts were combined to form the basic struc-
ture of Marine recruitment in World War II. The ide-
al changed from building men to building Marines. 
Recruiting materials emphasized that the female re-
cruits would be equal with the men, with the same 
pay, same rank, same discipline, and the same name. 
The posters recast essential markers of femininity, 
such as clothing, makeup, and hairstyle, to empha-

13 The WAVES official birthday is 30 July 1942. For more information, see Jessica Meyers, “The Navy’s History of Making WAVES,” 30 July 2013, 
http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=75662.
14 The SPAR’s official birthday is 23 November 1942. The abbreviation for their name comes from their motto, Semper Paretis, Always Ready. 
PA2 Robin J. Thomson, The Coast Guard & The Women’s Reserve in World War II (Washington, DC: Coast Guard Historian’s Office, 1992), http://
www.uscg.mil/history/articles/SPARS.pdf.
15 Approximately 400,000 women enlisted to support the wartime effort. For more information, see http://chnm.gmu.edu/courses/rr/s01/cw
/students/leeann/historyandcollections/history/lrnmrewwii.html.
16 Ulbrich, Preparing for Victory, 164.
17 Enlisted women requirements included: U.S. citizenship, not married to a Marine, no children younger than 18 years of age, height of not less 
than 60 inches, weight of not less than 95 pounds, good vision and teeth, age between 18 and 35 years of age, and at least two years of high 
school. Officer candidates’ age range was between 20 and 49 years of age, but they must be a college graduate or have a combination of two 
years of college and two years of work experience. 
18 To meet enlistment quotas, many of the Services reduced their male enlistment standards, particularly by lowering the physical requirements 
for admission. On 16 April 1942, recruiting officers could grant waivers for slight deviations with respect to age, height, weight, character dis-
charge from previous Service, and police records. Additional modifications were made on 24 August 1942 when the maximum age for recruits 
was raised from 33 to 36. For more information, see RAdm Julius Augustus Furer, “The United States Marine Corps: Origin, Legal Status, and 
Mission,” in Administration of the Navy Department in World War II (Washington, DC: Navy Department, 1959).
19 The Women’s Reserve was activated several months after the other women’s auxiliaries, and therefore needed to prioritize its time and budget 
for maximum efficiency.
20 “Public Relations Plan.” 
21 Strength Reports, Women Marines, Reports 1 of 5 (Washington, DC: Marine Corps University, History Division).
22 Stremlow, Free a Marine to Fight, 2.
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size belonging. A prominent example can be seen in 
the emphasis placed on women wearing feminine 
skirted uniforms that were still in colors unique to 
the Marine Corps. The advertisements accessed cul-
tural constructions of gender, social expectation, 
and ideals of masculine and feminine performance 
to successfully draw both men and women into a 
gender-integrated Marine Corps.

In the 1940s, U.S. society was still attached to the 
Victorian ideals of separate spheres and proscribed 
places for men and women. Women worked in “re-
spectable” fields, such as nursing, teaching, and of-
fice support staff. Yet women consistently pushed 
the boundaries of acceptability and respectability, 
sometimes due to financial necessity but often for 
personal fulfillment. For example, women aviators 
(or aviatrixes) not only flew their own planes, they 
also maintained them. Women worked the counters 
at their families’ shops, worked their families’ farms, 
and worked in factories to send money back to their 
struggling families. Women also owned their own 
businesses or worked in positions of power as stock-
brokers, police officers, and manual laborers.23

As women advanced into male-dominated work-
spaces and took their place in the public sphere in 
the 1940s, they were faced with accusations of man-
nishness, both mental and physical. Despite the so-
cietal changes of the previous few decades, women 
still needed to be identified as such. With the start 
of World War II and the increased need for work-
ers in all industries, women and the businesses and 
military branches recruiting them were faced with a 
unique opportunity that was fraught with challenge: 
how to convince women to perform nontraditional 
work while preserving the traditional gender bina-
ry.24 While it seems a small thing, the crucial aspect of 
the gender binary is the sexes’ legibility to other peo-
ple; that is, it must be recognizable to others. Even as 
women took jobs as mechanics, drivers, logisticians, 
and factory workers, they were actively encouraged 

to maintain feminine appearances. Subtle cues in the 
Marine Corps WWII-era posters indicate that the 
women shown fulfilled the traditional feminine space 
with things like makeup, nail polish, and fashionably 
styled hair. The emphasis in Marine Corps recruit-
ing on the uniforms and, later, cosmetics designed 
specifically for the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve 
are both ways women could achieve what Judith Hal-
berstam calls “a cardinal rule of gender: one must be 
readable at a glance.”25

Dramatic changes in American society opened 
new opportunities to women across a wide swath 
of industries, yet the underlying implication of the 
advertising was that women’s work during the war 
would be temporary. Once the conflict ended and 
the men came home, the women would all return 
to the domestic sphere and welcome their return-
ing soldiers. This assumption had been in place be-
fore the war, as young single women were expected 
to work only until they married. The onset of com-
bat required employers to hire married women and 
mothers of young children, despite the taboo against 
it. Enticing married women and homemakers to 
enter the workforce supported the connections be-
tween housework and industrial work, and women’s 
employment during World War II reinforced the 
gendered separation of labor.26

Another method used to draw women into the 
workforce was to feminize the tasks involved. No mat-
ter how heavily masculine the job had been prewar, 
when women were needed to take over vacant posi-
tions, the work was described as similar to housework, 
using the same terminology or making a direct com-
parison. Working a lathe was compared to an electric 
washing machine, welding to sewing, a drill press to a 
juicer. Further, newsreels and printed articles empha-
sized how pretty and feminine war workers remained 
despite their masculine-coded tasks: “As if calculated 
to assure women—and men—that war work need not 
involve a loss of femininity, depictions of women’s 

23 For further information on women’s professional lives between World War I and World War II, see Virginia Nicholson, Singled Out: How Two 
Million British Women Survived Without Men After the First World War (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2008). For more on American 
women’s professional activities in the early 1940s, see Weatherford, American Women and World War II.
24 Gender binary is the artificial division of the world into things that are “masculine” or “for men” and things that are “feminine” or “for women.”
25 Judith Halberstam, Female Masculinity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), 23. Halberstam is the director of the Center for Feminist 
Research at the University of Southern California.
26 Ruth Milkman, Gender at Work: The Dynamics of Job Segregation by Sex during World War II (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 
61–64.
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new work roles were overlaid with allusions to their 
stylish dress and attractive appearance.”27

While new workers were enticed into industry, 
the Marine Corps targeted the pool of women cleri-
cal workers. A radio announcement first made on 
13 February 1943 clearly articulates the role women 
were expected to play in the Marine Corps.

The men of the Corps are traditionally famous for out-
fighting the enemy anywhere on the globe . . . These 
stout-hearted men are now needed overseas. Your ser-
vice will be important not only because of the military 
duty itself, but also because you will be unleashing an-
other fighting Marine to advance against the enemies 
over there.28

Office work had become respectable work for 
women at all stages of life by this point, and profes-
sional competence was now a stoutly middle-class 
replacement for the refinement of an upper-class 
woman. Carole Srole argues that the shift in gen-
dered office work occurred in the late nineteenth 
century, making it more acceptable for women to 
work as clerks and typists. At the height of the In-
dustrial Revolution, women worked in factories and 
shops as domestic workers and teachers. With the 
advent of technology, such as typewriters, women 
flooded shorthand and typist positions, work previ-
ously done almost exclusively by men. The arrival 
of women into the workforce pushed both men and 
women to recreate their images as office workers and 
separate from other classes of laborers. Masculine 
and feminine traits were intermingled to create a new 
aesthetic of professionalism, one that was applicable 
to both sexes with only a few differences, including 
ambition, mental acumen, and independence. 

Women still faced challenges, created by men who 
tried to cast all working women as immoral or in-
competent, and created a new, respectable image of 
the professional businesswoman. The professional 
businesswoman had all the characteristics of the 
classic image of the middle-class businessman but 
also the empathy and caring nature of an upper-class 
“lady” without the hyperfeminine weaknesses. This 

woman stood in contrast to the “typewriter girl,” or 
the “gold-digger” of questionable morals who was 
only working long enough to catch a husband. The 
businesswoman became a respectable member of 
the middle class as both men and women created 
new, “professional” identities that were distinguish-
able from earlier models of both masculinity and 
femininity.29

Shifts in who did the work also precipitated 
changes in how the work was perceived. Reframing 
what work entailed recast the tasks as respectable for 
women, though the job itself was devalued in the 
process. For example, in the automobile and electri-
cal manufacturing industries, women were assigned 
jobs that were considered “light work.” Even if men 
and women performed the same task, different wage 
rates meant the men were paid more for the same 
job. However, there was no continuity across indus-
tries or geography, indicating that descriptions of 
“women’s work” varied according to each employer’s 
preconceptions of propriety and ability.30

The shifts in workplace norms also pushed a 
change in gender itself. Gender is expressed through 
behaviors, which are codified through an agreed-
upon performance of those behaviors. Judith Butler 
describes gender as “the repeated stylization of the 
body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid reg-
ulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the 
appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being.”31 
Gender is created when socially agreed-upon be-
haviors are performed repeatedly for others and the 
self. As such, people perform behaviors they associ-
ate with their gender identities. According to But-
ler, there is no original gender, merely performances 
based on an individual’s perception of the socially 
described gender; it is socially created through un-
spoken conversations between members of a social 
group. That being said, this does not mean that gen-
der is not real, rather, it means that no gendered 
behavior or practice is fixed, and that any gendered 
or ungendered behavior can be inscribed on a set of 
behaviors by common consensus.32

27 Ibid., 61.
28 “USMCWR Recruiting Copy,” Women Marines, General Information 1 of 2, Subsection Press Releases (Washington, DC: Marine Corps History 
Division, undated), 12–14.
29 Srole, Transcribing Class and Gender, 11–12.
30 Milkman, Gender at Work, 15–19.
31 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1987, 2006), 45.
32 Ibid., 34–45.
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Recruiters for the Women’s Reserve had to con-
vince women that they could join the Marine Corps 
without compromising either the women’s feminin-
ity or the Corps’ reputation as the toughest outfit in 
the U.S. Armed Services. Yet the core of the Marine 
Corps advertising for both men and women shifted 
away from the prewar campaign of “making men” to 
simply “making Marines.”

USMC recruiting posters that targeted men and 
were focused on the Corps’ traditions and history. 
Some materials directly recalled historical events 
with images or direct references of the Marine Corps’ 
birthday of 10 November. Other materials showed 
Marines wearing the iconic blue dress uniform, invit-
ing the viewer to join, or used the eagle, globe, and 
anchor emblem alone to identify the Marine Corps. 

Many posters directed toward male recruits fea-
tured action, an allusion to the first to fight reputation 
of the Marine Corps. An early poster bluntly asks the 
viewer “Want Action? Join U.S. Marine Corps!”33 The 
Marine extends his hand forward toward the viewer, 
inviting him into the picture. A plane flies in the dis-
tance, above a series of ships, most likely troop trans-
port ships. The Marine has a welcoming expression 
on his face, as if he is identifying the viewer as a man 
worthy of becoming a Marine. Instead of encourag-
ing the viewer to do his part—to enlist, to answer the 
call to arms—the poster instead presumes the viewer 
is already planning to join the military and the only 
question is how much “action” the man would like 
to see. Here we see the presumption of service—the 
man viewing this poster has already decided to join 
and only needs to choose his branch of Service.

The most direct recruit advertising, used to push 
the Corps’ elite reputation and history, were pro-
duced in 1942 and 1943 to both commemorate the 
Marine Corps’ birthday and to recruit in honor of 
it. The 1942 poster follows the red, white, and blue 
color scheme found in other posters and uses a two-
part background image: the Marine Corps emblem 
on the right and a shipboard battle scene on the left, 
with names of famous Marine battles overlaid. A 
contemporary Marine stands in the center, holding 
a rifle with bayonet fixed, staring at an enemy to the 
right of frame. The text, “Always Advance with the 

U.S. Marines,” plays into the Marine reputation as 
the outfit that sees the most action. The battle scene 
reminds the viewer that the Marines are soldiers of 
the sea, an amphibious force. The names of battles, 
up to and including recently won island battles, em-
phasize both the tradition and the reputation of the 
Marine Corps without explicitly stating either. The 
poster creates a powerful image, but the open com-
position and lack of visual context detaches it from 
reality.34

The 1943 poster provides more visual context and 
less cheerleading. The text is simple including the 
Marine Corps motto, “Semper Fidelis,” and the anni-
versary date and years, “November 10, 1775–1943.” 

33 “WANT ACTION? Join U.S. Marine Corps!,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-70, World War II Posters.
34 “1775 . . . 167th Anniversary . . . 1992,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-336, World War II Posters.

U.S. National Archives
“Want Action.” A World War I-era U.S. Marine Corps re-
cruiting poster for men. 
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Two Marines in jungle gear are charging ahead to-
ward the viewer. The damage done to their uniforms 
indicates that they have been in battle and are con-
tinuing the fight. The background is a cloud, recalling 
the fog of war, and a Continental Marine-era drum-
mer exhorts the Marines to further valor. The eagle, 
globe, and anchor emblem in the top right corner 
rests on a dark blue background rather than on the 
cloud. In this poster, the connection to tradition and 
history is most important. The Revolutionary-era 
Marine connects the modern Marines to the nation’s 
history, and the insignia and motto connect them to 
other Marines—a sign of group cohesion. The drum-
mer is the driving force behind the two Marines. The 
poster illustrates the tradition and history driving 
the Marines, and it implies that the male recruit will 
be part of an organization with both a storied past as 
well as a powerful present and future.35

Other posters from the time focused on the pres-
ent and future of the Marine Corps. Aviation was cru-
cial to the war effort, especially in the Pacific theater, 
where vast distances complicated battle plans. With 
the Doolittle Raid36 and the success of Allied bomb-
ing campaigns in Europe, aviation quickly became a 
glamorous position, one that all branches advertised. 

Here, too, the Marine Corps used its first to fight rep-
utation in the aviation-specific recruiting material.

In a departure from the generally minimalist 
posters discussed here, one aviation poster is a com-
plex and vivid scene. A Marine aircraft hangs in the 
foreground, flying away from the viewer and firing 
on a Japanese fighter plane in the background, as a 
Japanese bomber falls in the middle range of the im-
age. The scene is set over a Japanese village, with the 
iconic Mount Fuji in the distance. The buildings are 
traditional Japanese wooden residential structures. 
At the back of the village stands two simple Shinto 
gateways. The falling bomber appears to be about to 
crash into one of the houses. The poster invites the 
viewer to imagine himself as the aviator who takes 

35 “Semper Fidelis. U.S. Marine Corps,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-243, World War II Posters.
36 The 18 April 1942 Doolittle Raid, named for LtCol James H. Doolittle, USAAF, represented the first U.S. attack on the Japanese home islands. 
The attack came in retaliation for Pearl Harbor, and had little military but high psychological significance.

U.S. National Archives
“Always Advance with the U.S. Marines.” This 1942 Ma-
rine Corps recruiting poster was also used to mark the 
167th anniversary of the Corps.

U.S. National Archives
“Semper Fidelis.” In this 1943 Marine Corps anniversary 
poster, a Revolutionary War drummer exhorts Marines 
in battle.
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the fight to the Japanese, reinforcing the Marine 
reputation as the first to fight. The text reads “HIT 
HARD and often WITH the MARINES”; this is the 
most direct reference to Japanese aerial attacks of all 
the posters.37

Part of the Corps’ elite status is also about look-
ing the part. The iconic dress uniform is one of the 
Marine Corps’ most distinctive markers, and it was 
used as a marketing tool. The striking color scheme 
and expert use of simple design and tailoring tech-
niques make it an almost universally flattering gar-
ment. The uniform sets the Marines apart from the 
other Services visually, making it clear that they are 
distinctive and separate. 

Several posters show a Marine in his iconic dress 
uniform. A strikingly simple poster shows a Marine 
at parade rest against an off-white background in 
front of the word “READY” in red across the top. 
The remainder of the text falls below the uniform 
belt, reading “Join U.S. Marines/Land/Sea/Air.”38 The 
minimalist design lets the uniform do the work. The 
short, sharp phrasing emphasizes each word, mak-
ing them stand out, and the red, white, and blue col-
or scheme continues that of other posters. The dress 
uniform emphasizes the Marine Corps’ uniqueness 
and acknowledges that the uniform itself is desirable 
on an aesthetic level.39

Another unique poster makes use of several of the 
methods discussed above, increasing the complex-

37 “Hit Hard and Often with the Marines,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-995, World War II Posters. 
38 “READY. Join U.S. Marines,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-1618, World War II Posters. 
39 “This Device on Headgear or Uniform Means U.S. Marines,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-2025, World 
War II Posters. 

U.S. National Archives
“Hit Hard and Often.” A majority of Marine recruit-
ing posters during World War II incorporated aviation 
themes, such as a Marine attack on a Japanese village 
as portrayed in this poster.

U.S. National Archives
“READY.” The Marine uniform was a common element in 
both male and female recruiting posters during World 
War II as a way to distinguish the Corps from the other 
military branches also heavily recruiting at the time.
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ity of the composition. The poster depicts a night air 
raid. A spotlight picks out four aircraft silhouettes 
over a generalized city skyline. A Marine in dress 
uniform trousers and cover mans an antiaircraft 
gun in the foreground. The Marine is clearly firing 
upon the incoming aircraft. The text reads “Always 
on the Alert, at Sea, on Land, in the Air.” The gen-
eralized skyline could be any number of American 
cities, underscoring the fear that the U.S. mainland 

was as vulnerable to attack as Hawaii and Alaska 
had proven to be. This poster marks the individual 
as a Marine by his trousers, and implies that he was 
involved in a formal, noncombat event when the 
attack began. Because Marines are “always on the 
alert,” he was able to establish a defensive position 
in time to protect the city. Once again, this image re-
inforces the ideal of the Marines as elite and the first 
to fight. Instead of interacting with the viewer, the 
scene merely focuses on the individual. By telling a 
single Marine’s story, the poster reinforces Marine 
Corps values and invites the viewer to become a part 
of the storied Corps.40

These recruiting posters worked from a few basic 
assumptions. First, that the Marine Corps’ unique 
traditions were worth upholding, and that they were 
good ideals to add to one’s own. Second, that the 
viewer was already planning on joining the mili-
tary, it was merely a matter of deciding where to go. 
Third, that the viewer considered himself worthy of 
the Marine Corps’ elite status. These posters imply 
that the viewer already sees Marine Corps’ virtues in 
himself, and only needs to join to bring those seeds 
to full flower. The concept was clearly carried over 
to the recruitment material directed toward women.

Recruiting posters targeting women also invoked 
tradition, using images of male Marines fighting.41  
Wartime costs limited the number of poster designs 
and the types of promotional materials that could be 
produced during the war years. Therefore, the Wom-
en’s Reserve used other media along with posters, 
such as radio advertisements and sponsored spots, 
newspaper articles and fillers, and strategic use of 
posters, window signs, car placards, and booklets. 
The Women’s Reserve was also represented in the 
broader Office of War Information (OWI) campaign 
that introduced female recruits to all of the women’s 
Services.42 The Women Reserves’ main objective 
was to set it apart from the other women’s Service 

40 “Always on the Alert,” National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 44-PA-339, World War II Posters. 
41 Note that, even though our focus here is on the visual recruiting materials, the same concepts were highlighted in other formats, such as radio 
spots. The elite status of the Marine Corps was implied in much of the written material. Radio spots and advertisements directly connected the 
Women’s Reserve to the assaults on Tarawa and Guadalcanal, arguing that the victories, however difficult and costly, would have been impos-
sible without the women Marines. Each radio spot and advertisement clearly explained the enlistment requirements for women. They clearly 
explained the process of becoming a Marine and emphasized that being a Marine would be difficult but worth the effort. Radio spots also 
emphasized the more feminine aspects of life as a woman reservist, and in all cases rested on the assumption that the women wanted to be 
changed by their experience but did not want to change too much. For more, see “March of the Women Marines” radio advertisements, Marine 
Corps University History Division, Women Marines, Enlistment–Enlistment, Training–Specialist Schools, and Assignments–Miscellaneous.
42 “Public Relations Plan.”

U.S. National Archives
“Always on the Alert.” In this WWII-era poster, promoters 
played on the Marine motto “first to fight” as a selling 
point for the elite nature of the Corps, focusing on a 
male Marine in dress uniform manning an antiaircraft 
position during an air raid. 
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branches. The most obvious difference was the lack 
of an official nickname. In a 1944 interview with Life 
magazine, Holcomb, despite his own reservations, 
made it clear that the women were as much Marines 
as the men. “They are Marines. They don’t have a 
nickname and don’t need one. They get their basic 

training in a Marine atmosphere at a Marine post. 
They inherit the traditions of the Marines. They are 
Marines.”43 In that same spirit, the women’s recruit-
ing material was based on the same premise as the 
men’s, particularly that the materials targeted wom-
en who had already decided to join the military and 
were still deciding which branch to join.44

A common image used in female recruiting dur-
ing World War II was that of the first director of the 
MCWR, Major Ruth Cheney Streeter. In her mid-
40s at the time, Streeter was a philanthropist and 
homemaker with sons in the military. Her biograph-
ical details were repeatedly emphasized in Marine 
Corps press releases along with her most striking ac-
complishment: she was an aviator with a commercial 
pilot’s license. She had applied to the Women’s Air 
Service Pilots (WASP) and was subsequently denied 
five times for being too old. She carried her passion 
for aviation with her to the Marine Corps.45 Despite 
her aviation credentials, Streeter’s main appeal as the 
director of the newly formed Reserve was her status 
as a mother, fulfilling the traditional role expected of 
women. Her entire family worked for the war effort, 
and her status as a blue-star mother made her more 
relatable to parents of potential reservists.46

By using Major Streeter’s image, the Marine Corps 
headed off hints of impropriety and deviance about 
young women joining the military ranks. Her status 
as a mother combined with her professional compe-
tence made her an ideal leader—one to whom par-
ents entrusted their daughters, and one that enlistees 
could respect as a leader. In recruiting posters, the 
contrast between her and male Marines is subtly em-
phasized. She wears the uniform with red highlights 
and, while the basis of the uniform is a man’s suit, she 
appears quite feminine. Streeter wears a fashionable 
but regulation hairstyle with understated yet appro-

43 “Women Marines,” Life, 27 March 1944, 81–84.
44 A variety of public relations tools were used in addition to the posters. The few posters produced were placed prominently around town, 
just as were the men’s posters. The women’s procurement officers also provided car and window placards for display. Brochures were often 
distributed at meetings of local women’s groups and clubs. Procurement officers were guest speakers, though the preferred speaker was a lo-
cal woman reservist. The meetings and recruitment events were announced and covered in local newspapers. Some women who attended the 
meetings were sworn in there, and the photos of their swearing-in became future promotional material for the area. See “Public Relations Plan.”
45 Stremlow, Free a Marine to Fight, 3–4. Planes were often featured prominently in recruiting imagery, and ultimately, about 50 percent of 
women reservists worked in aviation in some capacity. This statistic came from an untitled radio address given by MajGen Field Harris, director 
of Marine Aviation, for the MCWR’s second anniversary in 1945.
46 Streeter’s motherhood was both acknowledged and celebrated, and it was often presented as proof that the young women would be well 
cared for while in the Marines. The idea that the women would be properly chaperoned and their reputations would be untarnished by their 
service was important in the recruiting effort, and something that set the Women’s Reserve apart from both the men and the other women’s 
Services. Stremlow, Free a Marine to Fight, 7.

Walter Clinton Jackson Library, 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro

The image of Maj Ruth Cheney Streeter, the first director 
of the Women Reserves, was often used on recruiting 
posters for female Marines during WWII.
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priately feminine makeup. She looks to the horizon, 
over the right shoulder of the viewer. Her expression 
is resolute, showing strength without harshness. An 
easy confidence comes through, painting Streeter as 
a person comfortable with the conflicts inherent in 
her position. 

One recruiting poster featuring Major Streeter has 
a background of Marines charging a beach. The text 
below the image reads “Be A Marine . . . Free a Ma-
rine to fight.” The billboard version shows Streeter 
on a white background with the same text in red and 
blue. These strikingly simple designs are a hallmark 
of many of the Marine Corps recruiting posters. 
Used within the first months of the female recruiting 
efforts, the focus on the director and the basic func-
tion of the Women’s Reserve transmitted the Corps’ 
female recruiting message clearly and quickly. 

The short, concise slogans implied that the Ma-
rine Corps had no need to sell themselves. Rather, 
the Marines invited a select few to join them. As 
such, recruiting materials sold the Corps as an elite 
organization of singular individuals. By inviting 
viewers to see themselves through this lens, poten-
tial recruits could then take the short step to being 
Marines. Streeter further emphasized this message 
in 1943.

To those who have long wanted to be a Marine, I say: the 
door is now open. The next step is up to you. To those 
who have not yet found their post of greatest service, 
here is your opportunity.47 

Women-focused recruiting efforts clearly em-
phasized aviation. Posters not featuring Streeter all 
focus on a woman in front of a plane. The women 
hold clipboards, obviously taking an active role in 
aviation administration during the war. In two of the 
three posters, the female Marine stands alone. In the 
third, however, a male aviator looks to the woman 
reservist for instruction. These women are strong, 
capable, and have authority that is respected and 
accepted by their brothers in Service. Showing the 
women independent from men provides legitimacy 
to their work, quietly underscoring that these wom-
en are different than most and that their ability and 
dedication are unquestioned.

47 USMCWR Recruiting Copy, 4.

U.S. National Archives
“Be a Marine.” Maj Streeter’s image was repeatedly 
used for female Marine recruiting as an indirect as-
surance to possible recruits and their families that the 
Marine Corps was a safe place to entrust their daugh-
ters for military service.

U.S. National Archives
“Free a Marine to Fight.” The recruiting rhetoric behind  
this poster was similar to the “Be a stand-in for a hero” 
concept that encouraged women to take on jobs in the 
Marine Corps to free up their male counterparts for 
combat-related positions.
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These three images do more than emphasize avia-
tion as a possible occupation. They also emphasize 
freedom, strength, ability, competence, and oppor-
tunity. The female reservists all look to the right of 
the frame, slightly upward in the same direction 
as those featuring Major Streeter. While images of 
people looking to the sky are common at an airfield, 
the consistency with Major Streeter’s portrait is sig-
nificant. Each of these women seems to be looking 
to the future, but they understand that there is work 
to be done now, work that may lead to careers after 
the military.

The aviation posters all reflect the goals of the fe-
male recruiting program—being a Marine does not 
mean being less of a woman. The female Marines are 
conventionally pretty and sharply dressed in their 
uniforms. Their hair and makeup is both properly 
feminine and appropriately military. The women 

are competent and strong; they are doing important 
work to support the war effort, but they have not 
lost the characteristics that make them women. The 
women Marines are a part of the larger group, with 
as little differentiation as possible. For example, they 
wear the service uniform with a coat and the Marine 
Corps emblem. Their uniforms are well tailored and 
consistent with the men’s everyday uniforms. How-
ever, even though they appear as similar to their 
male counterparts as possible, they are still clearly 
women, both feminine and attractive.

The visuals for the window placards and car cards 
followed the same conventions as the posters. A win-
dow placard for display at each procurement office 
showed a gray scale sketch of a woman Marine on 
a white background. She is facing the viewer direct-
ly, calmly, and confidently. Above her head in bold 
red letters are the words “Enlist Now,” and below, in 
black text on a red block, “Inquire Here!” The posi-

Marine Corps History Division
“So Proudly We Serve.” Aviation-themed recruiting 
posters were often used for female Marines during 
WWII as more than 50 percent of female reservists 
worked in aviation in some capacity during the war. 

U.S. National Archives
“Salute to the Marines.” This Washington, DC, area 
Women’s Reserve recruiting poster includes several el-
ements commonly used during WWII to attract female 
recruits, including an aviation theme and a women 
posed in a well-tailored Marine uniform.
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tioning of the woman Marine in these materials is 
different, as she faces the viewer directly. This com-
position gives the viewer a sense that this image is 
not based on a portrait, but is instead an idealization 
of the woman looking at the poster, showing her a 
possible future as a female Marine. She is attractive, 
neat, fashionable, and sharp. The image starts at the 
neck, so the only part of the uniform shown is the 
headgear with the Marine Corps emblem and dis-
tinctive braid. Her gaze is almost challenging: “Are 
you coming?”48 Designed specifically to be displayed 

in a recruiting office window, the placard would have 
had a powerful impact. The placard follows the same 
lines as the “Want Action” and “READY” posters (see 
pp. 20 and 30) directed at male recruits. The Marine 
in the poster expects that the viewer has already de-
cided to join the military, and is encouraging him or 
her to choose the Marines. 

Having reached the maximum enlistment of 
19,000 by December 1944, recruiting efforts were 
reduced to a maintenance level pace by the Febru-
ary 1945 birthday. A unique placard was created 
specifically for the MCWR’s second anniversary. The 
window placard featured a portrait of a woman re-
servist over a red, white, and blue background. The 
text reads, “Be a Stand-in for a Hero!” The slogan 
skips the subtext of earlier posters and immediately 
places the combat Marine at the top of the heap. He 
is a hero and, by implication, standing in for him in a 
noncombat job makes a woman a hero as well.49 The 
message again points to the elite status of the Marine 
and will transfer to the woman Marine. 

The MCWR recruiting materials emphasized tra-
ditional markers of femininity and womanhood and 
tied them to the uniform. The women’s uniforms 
were a major selling point, one that was actively pro-
moted.50 In a surprising connection of the commer-
cial and military worlds, Elizabeth Arden Cosmetics 
was contracted to create a red nail lacquer, lipstick, 
and rouge to complement the Women’s Reserve uni-
form. Named “Montezuma Red,” it was the same dis-
tinctive shade of red as the military issue scarf and 
flashes on the uniform, and was quickly marketed 
to the MCWR and the nation as a properly patriotic 
form of makeup.51 Connecting high-end cosmetics 
to the Women’s Reserve told women already in the 
Reserve and those considering it that the women 
of the MCWR were quite feminine, enough so that 
they had their own unique cosmetic color.52

Even without the Elizabeth Arden connection, the 

48 World War II Recruiting Center Window Placard, Women Marines Publications (3 of 3) (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps University, History Division, 
undated). 
49 Second Anniversary Recruiting Placard, Women Marines Publications (3 of 3) (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps University, History Division, un-
dated). A photo is unavailable, as the original placard is damaged.
50 The shoes were practical but still fashionable, the pocketbook came with a removable slipcover, and the flashes of red on the “forestry green” 
uniform were mentioned repeatedly in press releases and news articles. Wearing makeup, including nail polish, was encouraged as a method 
of feminine expression.
51 See Stremlow, Free a Marine to Fight, 19; Lindy Woodhead, War Paint: Madame Helena Rubinstein & Miss Elizabeth Arden: Their Lives, Their 
Times, Their Rivalry (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, 2003), 287–88; and Elizabeth Arden advertisement, Women Marines–Wars (1 of 2), 
Subsection Articles (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps University, History Division, undated).
52 Woodhead, War Paint, 287.

Marine Corps History Division 
This female Marine recruiting window placard was used 
for display in Marine Corps procurement office win-
dows across the nation to attract potential recruits.
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female reservists understood the importance of main-
taining their appearance. Wearing cosmetics meant 
they were still properly feminine, and still within 
the conventional bounds of respectability. Hairstyle 
was also important. Regulation hairstyles required 
that hair not fall beyond the collar, so shorter, fash-
ionable styles were encouraged. Beauty parlors were 
added to military installations so the women could 
maintain fashionable and regulation-compliant hair-
styles, which sometimes required chemical process-
ing, a concession to different social rules for men and 
women in the Marine Corps, despite organizational 
efforts to make them as similar as possible.

While the Marine Corps’ internal struggles over 
presentation were not visible to the public, the re-
sults were clear in the recruiting materials. The 
women were all attractive, wore delicate makeup that 
looked lightly applied, and had painted nails where 
the hands were visible and short, practical hair that 
was still stylish. The models were typically pretty 
women in a time when “pretty” meant girly and pe-
tite. Because of this clearly marketed preference for 
delicacy, internal memos indicate that, despite the 
need for men in combat, some male Marines had to 
remain in stateside assignments to handle the heavy 
lifting for the women.53

While Marine Corps WWII recruiting materials 
were consciously based on the Marines’ reputation as 
an elite outfit in the military, which was clearly visible 
in the men’s recruitment material, the message sub-
tly shifted when applied to female-focused materials. 
The Women’s Reserve made this conceptual leap less 
daunting by playing on both the extant Marine Corps 
reputation as an elite organization and appealing to 
the viewer’s self-image as an exceptional individual. 
Deceptively simple, this strategy required careful 
balancing of respectability, tradition, and innovation, 
moving from “You’ll become a man” to “You’ll still 

53 Marine Corps Women’s Reserve General Policies, Women Marines–Wars (1 of 2), Subsection Regulations (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps Univer-
sity, History Division, 25 November 1943); and Monthly Report from Assistant for Women’s Reserve, Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, Survey of 
Distribution of MCWR Personnel, Camp Lejeune, as of 1 May 1944, Women Marines–Assignments, Subsection–Locations (Quantico, VA: Marine 
Corps University, History Division).

Marine Corps History Division 
Cosmetic company Elizabeth Arden joined the ranks of 
business supporting the Marine Corps’ ability to recruit 
females with the release of lipstick and nail polish in 
“Montezuma Red” that was made specifically for wom-
en Marines, as shown in this magazine advertisement 
that ran in fashion magazines of the time.

be a woman.” That simple change in recruiting strat-
egy not only drew highly sought-after women to the 
Marine Corps, it also helped reshape societies’ views 
on femininity, the military, the workplace, and the 
woman’s place in the United States. s1775s
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The United States and Free World forces 
began withdrawing from South Vietnam 
in 1971 as a result of the Vietnamiza-
tion policy envisioned by the Richard M. 

Nixon administration, which left the Vietnamese 
to conduct their own military forces with Ameri-
can advice and support. After the departure of the 
major U.S. Marine air and ground commands from 
Military Region 1 (MR 1), a residual force of Ameri-
can Marines remained in the form of advisors, com-
municators, fire support coordinators, and embassy 
guards. While previous incursions into neighboring 
Cambodia and Laos appeared to indicate the limita-
tions of this approach, a major test of the concept 
took place in 1972. For the American and South 
Vietnamese Marines, this began with a head-on 
confrontation with the invading North Vietnamese 
along the demilitarized zone in conventional fight-
ing that culminated with the loss of the provincial 
capital, Quang Tri City. 

After the acrimonious and confused fighting that 
began in April and May 1972, this singular defeat 

would be redeemed later in a singular victory. The 
combat, so late in the war, was still significant. For 
the South Vietnamese, it meant they could not hold 
their own against the North Vietnamese without 
critical American support. For the Americans, it was 
a foretaste of the impact of high-tempo conventional 
operations after the counterinsurgency era. This and 
the lessons of the 1973 October War (Yom Kippur 
War) in the Middle East would serve as important 

Vietnam Marines
and the Defense
of Quang Tri in 1972

Courtesy of author
Vietnamese Marine Corps insignia, patterned after the 
American eagle, globe, and anchor.

*The foundations for this article began at the USMC Command and Staff College Easter Offensive Symposium in December 1986. It was a paper funded by the 
Marine Corps Heritage Foundation for the Society for Military History Meeting at the Royal Military College of Canada in May 1993, along with presentations by Dale 
Andrade and How-ard Feng. The account was based on the primary information generated by the events and participants. Documentation came from the Marine 
Corps Historical Center (MCHC, Washington, DC), the U.S. Army Center of Military History (USACMH, Washington, DC), and the National Archives and Records Ad-
ministration (NARA, College Park, MD). More recent secondary material was consulted to include John Grider Miller’s The Co-Vans: U.S. Marine Advisors in Vietnam 
(Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2000); Dale Andrade’s America’s Last Vietnam Battle: Halting Hanoi’s 1972 Easter Offensive (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
2001); Willard J. Webb and Walter S. Poole’s The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam, 1971–1973 (Washington, DC: Office of Joint History, 2007); Stephen P. 
Randolph’s Powerful and Brutal Weapons: Nixon, Kissinger, and the Easter Offensive (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); Ha Mai Viet’s Steel and Blood: 
South Vietnamese Armor and the War for Southeast Asia (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2008); and Robert E. Stoffey’s Fighting to Leave: The Final Years of 
America’s War in Vietnam, 1972–1973 (Minneapolis, MN: Zenith Press, 2008).
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preparation for U.S. armed forces in the 1990–91 
Gulf War in Southwest Asia.

In 1972, both the Army of the Republic of Viet-
nam (ARVN) and the U.S. Military Assistance 
Command, Vietnam (USMACV) asserted that the 
Vietnamese Marine Corps (VNMC) played a ma-
jor part in the battlefield defeat that resulted in the 
loss of Quang Tri City and Province of the Republic 
of South Vietnam in April and May 1972. This was 
based on two observations: one, Vietnamese Marine 
commanders paid more attention to their service 
leader than their tactical commander; and two, this 
was caused by pressure from the Vietnamese Ma-
rines and their American Marine advisors to fight as 
a division command for the first time.

During the North Vietnamese spring offensive, the 
South Vietnamese 3d ARVN Division was defeated 
in a series of engagements that climaxed on 1 May 
1972 with the loss of Quang Tri City (first battle of 
Quang Tri City). The aftermath of this event was 
muddied by acrimonious disputes among American 
forces over the conduct of the defense of Quang Tri 
Province in MR 1 (or ARVN I Corps), which saw the 
U.S. Army advisors withdraw while U.S. Marine ad-

visors remained with their Vietnamese counterparts.
The actions and motivation of the Vietnamese 

Marines were subjected to various interpretations: 
senior 3d ARVN Division advisor, U.S. Army Col-
onel Donald J. Metcalf, stated that the VNMC lost 
Quang Tri City; First Regional Assistance Com-
mand’s Army Major General Frederick J. Kroesen Jr. 
implied it; and USMACV’s Army General Creighton 
W. Abrams Jr. directed his ire against both VNMC 
and ARVN armored units—at least until he depart-
ed Vietnam in June 1972, which coincided with the 
beginning of the successful counteroffensive to re-
gain both the province and city by the VNMC and 
ARVN airborne divisions supported by American 
air and naval forces. 

As early as 1974, Australian Army Brigadier Fran-
cis P. Serong repeated claims of VNMC misconduct, 
similar to those made by ARVN and U.S. Army per-
sonnel.1 U.S. Army General William C. Westmo-
reland even commented on the misconduct in his 
memoirs in 1976.2 And the debate created by Colo-
nel Gerald H. Turley—one of the Marine advisors’ 
most vocal participants—in his 1985 book contin-
ued to fuel the unsubstantiated charges of Vietnam-

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo
LtGen Le Nguyen Khang, Commandant of the Viet-
namese Marine Corps, with Senior Marine Advisor Col 
Joshua W. Dorsey III. 

Defense Department (Marine Corps) A800666
Senior Marine Advisor Col Dorsey with BGen Bui The 
Lan commanding the Vietnamese Marine Division. 

1 Brig F. P. Serong, “The 1972 Easter Offensive,” Southeast Asian Perspectives, no. 1 (Summer 1974): 32–34.
2 Gen William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 1976).
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ese Marine misconduct more than a decade after the 
debacle.3 

In Their Own Image 
In 1954, a scattering of riverine commandos was des-
ignated as the “Marine infantry” of the Republic of 
Vietnam Navy, later known as the Vietnamese Ma-
rine Corps (VNMC or TQLC in Vietnamese). The 
Marine infantry became part of the armed forces 
general reserve and was separated from the Viet-
namese Navy in 1965 and from then answered only 
to the Joint General Staff of the Republic of Vietnam 
Armed Forces (RVNAF). It expanded from a solitary 
battalion to nine infantry battalions and three artil-
lery battalions in a multibrigade structure along with 

service and support units. Also present was a small 
advisory team of U.S. Marines as part of the Cold 
War proliferation of the Marines Corps in the area 
of the U.S. Pacific Command, which included Korea, 
Vietnam, Nationalist China, the Philippines, and 
Indonesia. American forces brought a background 
based on established naval amphibious forces, di-
vision-level employment, and a legislated structure. 
As a result, the vision of a Vietnamese Marine Di-
vision reflected the organization and doctrine that 
the United States was familiar with. This concept 
was fostered by Vietnamese attendance at Marine 
Corps schools and the material support of the ad-
visory effort. Despite resistance from the ARVN 
and USMACV command structures, by 1968, the 
goal of a full division of Marines was a priority for 
Lieutenant General Le Nguyen Khang, the VNMC 
commandant, and his advisors. Divisional structure 
was reached by 1970, but no large scale employment 
occurred. The pressure for this structure increased 
with external operations in Cambodia in 1970 and 
Laos in 1971. Those operations deserve a closer look 
(which is not possible in this limited analysis) due to 
the friction that occurred with the respective VNMC 
and ARVN command structures. Difficulties also 
arose between the VNMC brigade commanders and 
acting division commander, Colonel Bui The Lan.4 

Prelude To Defeat
By 1971, with the departure of most American com-
bat units from MR 1, VNMC brigades were deployed 
in rotation to Quang Tri Province and placed under 
ARVN command. Even with a deployment to Laos 
in February 1971, under Lieutenant General Hoang 
Xuan Lam (who commanded I Corps) as part of Op-
eration Lam Son 719,5 the Vietnamese Marines did 
not operate at any greater level. General Khang and 
his American advisors felt General Lam did not sup-
port the VNMC units and gave Lam the nickname 
“Bloody Hands” for his expenditure of Marine lives 
during the failed incursion. The extent to which pol-

Defense Department (Marine Corps) A193103
LtGen Hoang Xuan Lam, the senior South Vietnamese 
leader in MR 1, advised in 1972 by MajGen Frederick J. 
Kroesen Jr., commanding the 1st Regional Assistance 
Command in Da Nang.

3 Col Gerald H. Turley, The Easter Offensive: The Last American Advisors, Vietnam, 1972 (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1985).
4 Background on the Vietnamese Marine division includes American Embassy Saigon, Command Histories and Historical Sketches of RVNAF Di-
visions, 6 February 1973 (MCHC); Capt William D. Wischmeyer, Vietnamese Marine Corps/Marine Advisory Unit Historical Summary, 1954–1973, 
22 March 1973 (MCHC); MajGen L. Nguyen Khang oral history intvw, 30 September 1975 (MCHC); MajGen L. Nguyen Khang, “Republic of 
Vietnam Marine Corps,” Marine Corps Gazette (November 1966): 68; and Col Victor J. Croizat, “Vietnamese Naval Forces: Origin of the Species,” 
Proceedings (February 1973): 48–58.
5 Major operation into Laos by the ARVN between 30 January and 24 March 1971.
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itics overrode tactical decisions was difficult to gauge 
when VNMC requests to withdraw were met by 
comments of “Now the Marines will have to fight.” 
Speculation circulated that the damage to the Viet-
namese Marines was the desired result to weaken the 
Khang-Ky (South Vietnamese Vice President Nguy-
en Cao Ky) faction, just as the losses to the Vietnam-
ese airborne had impacted the Lam-Thieu (South 
Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Thieu) faction in 
the Vietnamese government.6 This was an example 
of the complex network of political, professional, 
and familial relations that shifted within the politics 
of USMACV and the Vietnamese.7 

A more significant factor with Lam Son 719 was 
that the Americans provided critical control of ma-
neuver and fire support, which should have come 
from the Vietnamese forces. The senior American 
commander in Vietnam, General Abrams, conclud-
ed in July 1971 that the Vietnamese suffered from 
weak leadership and the inability to control Ameri-
can firepower. Abrams did not expect American ad-
visors to “play a major role in the improvement of 
South Vietnamese military forces.”8 The Vietnamese 
Marines learned from combat with the North Viet-
namese Army (NVA) and adjusted accordingly, and 
even the ARVN noted the Marines had retained unit 
integrity regardless of losses.9 

In the fall of 1971, the 3d ARVN Division, the 
Ben Hai Division, was formed and assigned the de-
fense of the demilitarized zone. Vietnamese Marine 
units in this area of operations came under the com-
mand of Brigadier General Vu Van Giai, the division 
commander for tactical matters, but still remained 
firmly under VNMC control for material and politi-
cal support. The relationship of separate military or-
ganizations was based upon the degree of support 
provided: general, direct, or attached. In theory, an 
attached unit was supposed to be given the same 
level of consideration and support as one belonging 
to the parent command; in practice, this was often 

not the case. According to General Kroesen, the se-
nior American in MR 1, General Giai was not sat-
isfied with Marine responsiveness to his orders, but 
the brigades were combat tested, fully reliable, and 
respected. General Kroesen observed that the bri-
gades’ ability to rotate forces proved vital in main-
taining combat effectiveness. Significantly, they were 
well supplied, equipped, and maintained at effective 
strength by Marine logistics and replacement chan-
nels.10

The Spring Offensive
This arrangement was battle tested on 30 March 1972 
when the North Vietnamese began conventional at-
tacks coinciding with the continued withdrawal of 
American forces from the region. By this time, U.S. 
troop levels were at 69,000, leaving 11 maneuver bat-

Marine Advisory Unit photo
LtCol Nguyen Nang Bao commanding VNMC Brigade 
147.

6 Note that these same arguments emerged again during the defense of Quang Tri in 1972.
7  Marine Advisory Unit File, Lam Son 719 Critique Folder (MCHC); Senior Marine Advisor, Combat Operations After Action Report Lam Son 719, 
21 March 1971 (MCHC); and Col John G. Miller comments to author, 19 May 1992.
8 Jeffrey J. Clarke, Advice and Support: The Final Years, 1965–1973 (Washington, DC: USACMH, 1978), 476, 508; Graham A. Cosmas and LtCol 
Terrence P. Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: Vietnamization and Redeployment 1970–1971 (Washington, DC: HQMC, 1986), 195–210; and Webb 
and Poole, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1–17.
9 For recent accounts of this action, see MajGen Nguyen Duy Hinh, Lam Son 719, Indochina Monographs (Washington, DC: USACMH, 1979), 
154; Robert D. Sander, Invasion of Laos, 1971: Lam Son 719 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2014); and James H. Willbanks, A Raid Too 
Far: Operations Lam Son 719 and Vietnamization in Laos (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2014).
10 MajGen Frederick J. Kroesen Jr., “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive” (student paper, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 1974), 7-4.
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talions, 3 artillery battalions, and no fighter aircraft 
squadrons in-country.11 The Communists invaded 
with an initial wave of six divisions—an effort that 
struck toward Quang Tri and Hue cities in MR 1, 
Kon-tum and Pleiku in MR 2, and An Loc and Sai-
gon in MR 3. The People’s Army of Vietnam, or NVA, 
relied on bad weather and combined arms to defeat 
the South Vietnamese, which were believed to lack 
effective American support.12 The magnitude of the 
attack was such that ultimately up to 12 NVA divi-
sions entered South Vietnam on these three fronts.13  

The USMACV First Regional Assistance Command 
in MR 1 reported that three divisions, five separate 
infantry regiments, seven sapper battalions, three 
or more artillery regiments, and two armored regi-
ments were used in the Quang Tri Province attacks.14 
The American response was to counter with air and 
naval strikes along the demilitarized zone in South 
Vietnam and then in North Vietnam.

From 30 March to 4 April 1972, the 3d ARVN Di-
vision suffered the destruction or capit-ulation of its 
56th ARVN Regiment and division artillery group 

Map by W. Stephen Hill

11  Webb and Poole, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 395.
12 Ibid., 153.
13 USMACV, The Nguyen Hue Offensive, 7 January 1973 (NARA). ARVN accounts include LtGen Ngo Quang Truong, The Easter Offensive of 
1972, Indochina Monographs (Washington, DC: USACMH, 1979). Communist sources include People’s Army of Vietnam Military Institute, Viet-
nam: The Anti-U.S. Resistance War for National Salvation, 1954–1975 (Hanoi, Vietnam: PAVN Publishing House, 1980); Nguyen Khac Vien, ed., 
Indochina: The 1972–1973 Turning Point, Vietnamese Studies No. 39 (Hanoi: Xunhasaba, 1974); PAVN Senior Military Academy, “Quang Tri-Thua 
Thien Offensive Campaign,” in Collection of Sketches of Battles, trans. Robert J. Destatte (Hanoi: Ministry of Defense, 1986), 18–19; and ColGen 
Van Tien Dung, “Some Problems Concerning the Art of Military Campaigns of the Vietnamese People’s War,” People’s Army Magazine, Decem-
ber 1973, 61–65.
14 First Regional Advisory Command, Intelligence Summary (MCHC), 125–72.
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while conducting harrowing withdrawals of the 57th 
ARVN Regiment and Marine Brigade 147. Eight 
South Vietnamese fire support bases were lost before 
the Communists paused in MR 1 to refuel and refit, 
as strong attacks continued in MR 2 and MR 3. Ma-
rine Brigade 258 and the 1st ARVN Armored Brigade 
barely held at Dong Ha as General Giai regrouped 
his division south of the Cua Viet River during the 
first week of April. With a forward command post at 
the Ai Tu Combat Base, General Giai’s main head-
quarters stayed at the Quang Tri City Citadel, along 
with USMACV Advisory Team 155.15 However, the 
Vietnamese Marine Division G-3 operations advi-
sor, Lieutenant Colonel Gerald H. Turley, concluded 

that “the main North Vietnamese thrust was halted 
and the Communist army’s time schedule for seizing 
Quang Tri City within seven days was disrupted.”16

On 3 April 1972, the Vietnamese Joint General 
Staff sent the entire Vietnamese Marine division to 
MR 1, but General Khang was directed to place his 
brigades under the operational control of General 
Lam, commander of I Corps.17 While the 3d Divi-
sion held Dong Ha from attacks across the demili-
tarized zone to the north, the emphasis of the battle 
shifted significantly to the western approaches of the 
Ai Tu Combat Base and Quang Tri City. From 9 to 
11 April, the battle swung in the balance around Fire 
Support Base (FSB) Pedro with substantial artillery 

Map by W. Stephen Hill

15 Webb and Poole, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 154.
16  LtCol Gerald H. Turley and Capt Marshall R. Wells, “Easter Invasion 1972,” Marine Corps Gazette (March 1973): 22. This article offers an excel-
lent summary of VNMC operations in 1972 by the division G-3 advisor. 
17 Khang intvw; Senior Marine Advisor, Operations Summary Report, VNMC, 11 April 1972–4 May 1972 (MCHC); MACV Advisory Team 155, Daily 
Staff Journal, 29 April 1972–1 May 1972 (NARA); and Turley and Wells, “Easter Invasion 1972,” 18–29.
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and armored duels.18 Lieutenant Colonel Turley re-
ported that “the invading North Vietnamese divi-
sions continued to press their attacks toward Quang 
Tri City with enemy armor and infantry forces using 
the Cam Lo Bridge as their primary crossing point. 
Once south of the Cam Lo-Cua Viet River, NVA 
units moved on Dong Ha from the west. Other ene-
my forces moved south, passing FSB Carroll and Mai 
Loc, toward Route 557 and FSB Pedro.”19 There, the 
first enemy tank-infantry assaults were repulsed by 
defending Vietnamese Marines and left NVA dead 
and destroyed vehicles on the battlefield. Attempts 
by General Lam to conduct a counteroffensive from 
14 to 23 April (Operation Quang Trung 729) failed 
to get off the ground despite heavy American air 
support, including strategic B-52 bomber Arc Light 
strikes. This slow rate of advance only seemed to fo-
cus NVA attention on the westward approaches to 
Quang Tri and Hue City. 

The demands on the 3d Division command and 
control system, which was reinforced with as many 
as 36 battalion-size units, increased. Kroesen point-
ed out that at no time were the 3d ARVN Division’s 
logistics resources expanded and that communica-
tion links continued to be maintained with outside 
commands to ensure needed support. South Viet-
namese materiel losses were estimated by MACV 
as 18 155mm and 45 105mm guns or howitzers, 37 
tanks, and 89 armored personnel carriers—a total of 
more than 240 vehicles of all kinds. Personnel losses 
through death, injury, or desertion could only be es-
timated. Colonel Donald J. Metcalf, the senior U.S. 
Army advisor to General Giai, believed this arrange-
ment did not carry “the allegiance and loyalty” nec-
essary to conduct successful combat operations.20 
Despite these difficulties, Lam refused to use the two 
division-level headquarters placed at his command 
by the Joint General Staff, the Vietnamese Marine 
Division, and the ARVN Ranger Command. The 
chairman of the general staff, General Cao Van Vien, 
recalled they were “never utilized or given a mis-
sion.”21 General Kroesen wrote that Lam dismissed 
suggestions to provide a multidivision structure to 
fight the battle north of the Hai Van Pass as “unnec-
essary and impractical.”22

Lam’s focus on the premature counteroffensive 
prevented him and his staff from even considering 
the obvious problems of defending Quang Tri or 
Hue. The Vietnamese command issues of Lam Son 
719 were felt again when Lam and Khang refused 
to deal directly with each other. As a result, General 
Kroesen and Colonel Joshua W. Dorsey III, the se-
nior Marine advisor to General Khang, served as the 
only means of contact between the two Vietnamese 
generals. According to the Marine Division G-3 ad-
visor, Khang and his staff monitored every move of 
Marine Brigades 147, 258, and 369 as they waited 
impatiently to assume control of all three brigades.23 

For Kroesen, the lack of effective authority within 
I Corps became obvious with the ARVN Marine Di-
vision and Ranger Command in issuing guidance, 

Marine Advisory Unit photo
LtCol Ngo Van Dinh commanding VNMC Brigade 258.

18  Webb and Poole, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 157–58.
19 Turley and Wells, “Easter Invasion 1972,” 24.
20 Col Donald J. Metcalf, “Why Did the Defense of Quang Tri Province, SVN Collapse” (student paper, U.S. Army War College, October 1972), 29.
21 Gen Cao Van Vien, Leadership (Washington, DC: USACMH, 1981), 130.
22 Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 7-7. 
23 Turley, The Easter Offensive, 231, 245.
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responding to complaints and questions, and pro-
viding “unsought advice and counsel concerning 
their forces to anyone who would listen.”24 General 
Lam compounded this by going directly to 3d ARVN 
Division units—particularly the 1st ARVN Armored 
Brigade, whose advisor, U.S. Army Lieutenant Colo-
nel Louis C. Wagner Jr., complained about receiving 
orders from the corps commander, the corps com-
mander’s deputy, and his operations officer.25 Gen-
eral Kroesen concluded that all this undercut the 
authority of General Giai by planting the seeds of 
distrust and disobedience that would culminate at 
the end of the April in near mutiny.26

At this stage, by 24 April 1972, the 3d ARVN Di-

vision was organized around five mixed task forces. 
The 1st ARVN Armored Brigade along with the 57th 
ARVN Regiment held the area from Highway 1 to 
five kilometers east, bounded by the Cam Lo River in 
the north and the Ai Tu Combat Base in the south. 
Marine Brigade 147 was at the Ai Tu Combat Base 
with the division forward command post, conduct-
ing defensive operations in an arc to the west. The 2d 
ARVN Regiment defended the area southwest of Ai 
Tu to the Thach Han River. The 1st ARVN Ranger 
Group was located south of the Thach Han River, and 
Marine Brigade 369 was farther south near Hai Lang 
on FSBs Nancy and Jane while Marine Brigade 258 
was refitting at Hue.27 General Kroesen described 

Map by W. Stephen Hill

24 Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 7–9; and Vien, Leadership, 132.
25 LtCol Louis C. Wagner, 1st ARVN Armor Brigade After Action Report, May 1972 (NARA), 16.
26 Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 7–9.
27 Metcalf, “Defense of Quang Tri Province,” 18–20; and Marine Advisory Unit (MAU) Command Chronology, May 1972 (MCHC), hereafter MAU 
ComdC.



 Summer  2015      45

a pattern of action then established within the 3d 
ARVN Division’s area where “no orders, threats, 
or exhortations” were able to force subordinates to 
move or stay if they disagreed. Both Generals Lam 
and Giai were losing control on the battlefield to 
this general state of confused inertia because each 
appeared willing to let American airpower win the 
fight for them.28 Consequently, the North Vietnam-
ese Army moved to cut off Dong Ha and Quang Tri 
City in order to collapse the ARVN defenders.

Confusion at Quang Tri City
On 27 April 1972, the North Vietnamese renewed the 
general offensive throughout the Quang Tri Front. 
The 308th NVA Division attacked Dong Ha and “lib-
erated” it on the afternoon of 28 April. Communist 
forces pushed the defenders back toward Highway 1 
and south toward Quang Tri City using 122mm and 
130mm artillery, T54/55 tanks, and infantry. The 
304th NVA Division attacked toward the Ai Tu Com-
bat Base and, at the same time, the 324th NVA Divi-

sion struck farther to the south. As a result, Highway 
1 was blocked and Quang Tri City was cut off from 
the rest of I Corps.29 This situation was compounded 
as NVA artillery hit the ammunition dump at Ai Tu 
Command Base, and stocks went up in blazes. On 
29 April, Giai issued orders for a general withdrawal 
to positions along the O’Khe and My Chanh Rivers 
but was overruled by Lam.30 The various accounts 
of events made Giai and Lam’s command dynamics 
difficult to analyze and explain. General Vien com-
mented that the Quang Tri debacle involved some 
intricacies “that only the principals could clarify.”31

Early Sunday morning, on 30 April, a regiment-
size NVA force supported by armor was assembled 
southwest of Ai Tu. Up to this point, Lieutenant Col-
onel Nguyen Nang Bao’s Marine Brigade 147 (with 
brigade advisor Major James R. Joy) had been able 
to use artillery and tank support to halt the North 
Vietnamese’s attacks. But then, ammunition sup-
plies were low, and the 20th ARVN Tank Squadron 
(a battalion-size unit) was being parceled out south 
of the Thach Han River in an effort to keep Highway 
1 open. American naval gunfire could not be used 
effectively against the enemy staging area, because it 
was at maximum range. The Marines called in air-
craft with attack sorties striking close to the front 
lines, but even heavy air attacks could not save the 
untenable salient that had developed north of the 
Thach Han River.32 Upon seeing the armor moving 
to the south, the remaining ARVN infantry drifted 
away from their positions; all types of vehicles began 
running out of fuel, and rumors were rampant. Col-
onel Metcalf recalled that several thousand troops 
and hundreds of vehicles were bunched up on High-
way 1 with no escape route except into withering fire 
and panic. At this stage, according to Metcalf, the 
higher headquarters—for I Corps, South Vietnam-
ese Marines, and Rangers—all added to the confu-
sion by passing contrary orders, which Giai and his 
staff were unable to sort out.33

A critical move occurred with the decision to pull 

Viet Nam magazine wartime photo, courtesy of Capt Edwin W. Besch
North Vietnamese soldiers on a T54/55 tank are wel-
comed by civilians as they move south during the 
Spring Offensive.

28 Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 7–9.
29 Webb and Poole, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 159–60.
30 LtCol Louis C. Wagner Jr., 3dARVNDiv Special Message, DTG212529, April 1972, encl. 4 (MCHC).
31 Vien, Leadership, 132.
32 Senior Marine Advisor, Personal Evaluation of the NVA Easter Offensive, n.d. (MCHC); Maj James R. Joy, Memorandum, 3 May 1972 (MCHC), 
16, hereafter Joy memo; Col Charles J. Goode Jr. and LtCol Marshall R. Wells oral history intvw, 19 January 1984 (MCHC); and Maj Glen Golden 
oral history intvw, 3 July 1975 (MCHC).
33 Metcalf, “Defense of Quang Tri Province,” 25–26.
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Marine Brigade 369 off of FSB Jane and to reopen 
Highway 1, which exposed the 3d ARVN Division’s 
whole southern flank. At daybreak on 30 April, 
South Vietnamese Colonel Pham Van Chung of Ma-
rine Brigade 369 (with brigade senior advisor Major 
Robert F. Sheridan) sent a battalion north to High-
way 1 in an attempt to break through to Quang Tri 
City on orders from the division and I Corps. The 
battalion met heavy automatic weapon and recoilless 
rifle fire along the way and waited for these enemy 
positions to be hit by Allied air strikes. The Marine 
battalion then reached a bottleneck between the 
O’Khe River bridge and Hai Lang, where the Com-
munists were positioned along the highway. With 
the destruction of this enemy force, the exodus of 
refugees fleeing south came down the road, and the 
prospect of the battalion linking up with the units in 
Quang Tri City faded. The Marine battalion was low 
on ammunition, overextended, and unable to move 
up the road through the flow of refugees. Colonel 
Chung directed the battalion to return to the O’Khe 
River bridge and hold it for the units breaking out 
from the north.34

The best chance of holding Quang Tri City fell to 
Marine Brigade 147, the only tactical unit remaining 
in any condition to fight; Metcalf called the unit “our 
last ditch defense.”35 At noon on 30 April, General 
Giai ordered Brigade 147 from the Ai Tu Combat 
Base into the city proper. The remaining 3d ARVN 
Division units could then form a defensive line 
south of the Thach Han River, while the 1st ARVN 
Armored Brigade tanks and armored personnel car-
riers were to be used to keep Highway 1 open toward 
Hue. General Lam was notified of this plan and ac-
knowledged it, but no specific approval was provid-
ed and no orders were issued by I Corps.36

Lieutenant Colonel Bao and Major Joy were 
briefed by the 3d Division staff, and the plan be-
gan smoothly enough as the brigade headquarters 
and artillery battalion departed Ai Tu. The Marine 
advisors effectively directed and controlled tactical 
air strikes and artillery and naval gunfire missions, 
slowing the pursuit of the NVA forces and permit-

ting the brigade’s orderly and covered withdrawal. 
The withdrawal went well until the column reached 
the approach to Quang Tri City and discovered that 
division engineers had already destroyed the bridges 
across the Thach Han River. The Marine infantry 
waded or swam across the river at the bridge site and 
moved directly into their fighting positions. The bri-
gade artillery tried to tow its howitzers across a ford, 
but the swift current and soft bottom of the river 
slowed the effort; 18 howitzers and 22 vehicles were 
lost in the attempt. The 1st ARVN Armored Brigade 
fared worse than Brigade 147 when its recently as-
signed commander had to destroy 12 tanks, 18 how-
itzers, and numerous armored personnel carriers for 
lack of fuel and ammunition. Fortunately, the 20th 
ARVN Tank Squadron forded the river north of the 
bridges with 16 of its remaining M48 Patton battle 
tanks. By nightfall, Brigade 147 and remnant forc-

Marine Advisory Unit photo
Col Phan Van Chung commanding VNMC Brigade 369.

34 Col Donald L. Price, comments on author’s manuscript for The War That Would Not End: U.S. Marines in Vietnam, 1971–1973, 10 October 1990 
(MCHC).
35 Col Donald J. Metcalf, intvw by USMACV, 15 September 1972 (NARA), 8; and Vien, Leadership, 133.
36 Metcalf intvw, 8–9; Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 7–10; and Maj David A. Brookbank, USAF, Special Report of Air Liaison Officer, 
31 July 1972 (MCHC), 20. 
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es occupied the defenses that were planned to hold 
Quang Tri City.37 

Collapse
On the morning of 1 May 1972, General Lam in-
formed General Giai that all Quang Tri positions 
were to be held, and no withdrawal of any kind was 
authorized. This directive came from Saigon with 
Lam receiving his orders from President Thieu.38 In-
telligence reports indicated the city would be hit again 
that evening by a heavy artillery attack estimated at 
10,000 rounds of munitions. With this assessment in 
hand, General Giai decided that any further defense 
of Quang Tri City would be fruitless. “To protect the 
lives of all of you,” Giai authorized units to fall back 
farther south because, at this point, he was in no po-
sition to stop them. Giai and Metcalf were in conflict 
with Metcalf insisting that the Vietnamese Marines 
could hold the Citadel “indefinitely” with American 
supporting arms. This had been his advice the pre-
vious month when Marine Brigade 258 was left to 
cover the division’s withdrawal through Dong Ha.39 

At 1215 on 1 May, the chief of staff of the 3d Divi-
sion walked into Advisory Team 155’s bunker and, 
using the American radio circuits, called all subor-
dinate commanders: “General Giai has released all 
commanders to fight their way to the My Chanh 
River!” Within 30 minutes, the I Corps commander, 
General Lam, again sent his “stand and die” orders. 
At this point, all of General Giai’s subordinate se-
nior commanders refused to obey, stating Giai could 
withdraw with them or be left behind; a threat that, 
according to General Kroesen, they proceeded to 
carry out. Other units did not respond to the change 
or refused to deviate from their original orders to 
pull back.40 Metcalf was left to watch his counter-
parts on the division staff pack their belongings, to-
tally unaware or concerned by the situation. Shortly 

afterward, Colonel Metcalf radioed Marine Brigade 
147 and said, “The ARVN are pulling out; advisors 
may stay with their units or join me” for evacuation 
by helicopter. Major Joy responded that the Brigade 
147 Marines would stay with their units.41 

Recalling the division’s previous abandonment of 
the brigade at Mai Loc, Lieutenant Colonel Bao de-
clined to defend what all others were now abandon-
ing. The sight of the 3d Division soldiers departing 
with their families did nothing to engender the desire 
for a last stand. Luckily for the Marines, their depen-
dents were in MR 3, unlike most ARVN units whose 
soldiers fought and lived in the same area. A little 
after 1430, the brigade headquarters was southwest 
of the Citadel where the unit expected to be joined 
by General Giai and his staff before pushing south 
to link up with Marine Brigade 369 at My Chanh. 
The move had been coordinated earlier by Joy and 
Metcalf. In the confusion, the division commander 
and staff did not arrive. Metcalf stated Giai left him 
and the other advisors at the Citadel while Kroesen 
stated the Marines had left Giai with Bao holding the 
bag for both.42 Metcalf then radioed Joy to inform 
him that the linkup would not be made and that the 
American advisors should resort to their own de-
vices; Joy declined. In what was taken as proforma, 
Metcalf reiterated that the Marine advisors could 
join him for the helicopter evacuation from Quang 
Tri City. Major Joy again declined, and the departing 
Team 155 senior advisor responded, “Good luck!” 
At 1635, Brigade 147 moved east toward the coast 
and then turned south. After making several difficult 
stream crossings, the column arrived in the vicinity 
of Hai Lang, 10 kilometers south of Quang Tri City.43 

The intermingled civilian and military stragglers 
prevented maneuver on the highway, and the cross-
country route used by Brigade 147 was extremely 
difficult for attached M48 tanks and vehicles, most 
of which were lost trying to ford the Nhung River. 

37 MAU ComdC; Joy memo, 14; and LtGen D’Wayne Gray, comments on the author’s manuscript for The War That Would Not End, 9 December 
1989 (MCHC).
38 Gen Frederick J. Kroesen Jr., comments on the author’s manuscript for The War That Would Not End, 3 January 1990 (MCHC); and Vien, 
Leadership, 133.
39 Metcalf, “Defense of Quang Tri Province,” 27. 
40 MajGen Frederick J. Kroesen Jr., message to Gen Creighton W. Abrams, 2 May 1972, Abram’s Papers (USACMH). 
41 The evacuation was accomplished by USAF Sikorsky HH-3 Jolly Green Giant search and rescue helicopters, although the offshore U.S. Navy 
and Marine amphibious ready group was alerted as a backup.
42 Metcalf intvw, 9; Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 19; and Joy memo, 17.
43 Ibid., 11–12.
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The South Vietnamese and Americans thought that 
at least a reinforced North Vietnamese regiment 
held Highway 1 at Hai Lang and had engaged the 
fleeing South Vietnamese, halting all movement to 
the south.44 The interdiction of the road by artillery 
and infantry weapons earned it the title “Highway 
of Horror” for the estimated 2,000 civilian and mili-
tary dead left along the three-quarter-mile stretch of 
road. One North Vietnamese soldier reported, “The 
people were moving on bicycles, motorbikes, and 
buses . . . No one was able to escape.”45

After a long and heated discussion with his bat-
talion commanders, Lieutenant Colonel Bao estab-
lished a tight perimeter for the night and planned to 
resume the march the next day. During the morning 
reorganization, the brigade commanders ascertained 
that all of their units were still organized and combat 
effective. Brigade 369’s senior advisor, Major Sheri-
dan, had closely followed Major Joy’s radio traffic in 
the days preceding the mass exodus.46 Brigade 369’s 
efforts were directed at keeping the bridges across 
the O’Khe and My Chanh rivers open for withdraw-
ing troops and civilians. But farther to the south, 
Brigade 369 had been unsuccessful in keeping the 
road open between Quang Tri and Hue, although it 
had inflicted heavy losses on the Communists and 
had not become pinned down.47 

As the last position in Quang Tri Province, FSB 
Nancy fell the next day on 2 May 1972. General 
Khang and the Marine division headquarters were 
ordered by the Joint General Staff to assume com-
mand of all Marine units and to defend along the 
My Chanh River. Two Marine brigades, 147 and 369, 
were engaged with the enemy, and the situation was 
confused as to who and what, if anything, were left 
to aid in the defense. Brigade 258 was still held in 
reserve, as Khang, his staff, and their advisors went 
into action defending Hue City.48 

In light of this crisis, the Vietnamese National Se-

curity Council met with President Thieu and took 
drastic action to restore order. Outside of Hue along 
Highway 1, military police units with highly visible 
sandbagged posts for firing squads acted as a dra-
conian reminder of duty for stragglers from Quang 
Tri City. The next day, General Lam and his deputy 
were relieved, and on 4 May, President Thieu went 
to Hue to place Lieutenant General Ngo Quang 
Truong in command of I Corps. General Khang was 
moved to the Joint General Staff as J-3 operations 
officer after turning down command of II Corps. 
The Vietnamese Marine Division remained under 
his deputy, Brigadier General Bui The Lan, to hold 
the province, lost in part to American and Vietnam-
ese interservice rivalry.49 For the first time since the 
invasion began, the Vietnamese Marines had their 
own area of operations. Even as they began dig-
ging in, the North Vietnamese continued building 
up their forces to attack toward Hue. By 6 May, the 
3d ARVN Division could only account for 2,700 of 
its men, and General Giai was arrested and later 
brought to trial for disobeying orders and abandon-
ing his position in the face of the enemy. He claimed 
that, with food, fuel, and ammunition gone, he saw 
“no further reason why we should stay on in this 
ruined situation.”50

Finale
U.S. operations, including Linebacker (aerial bomb-
ing), Freedom Train (continued air strikes), and 
Pocket Money (mining of ports in North Vietnam), 
did not have an immediate effect on the Commu-
nist offensive; the tipping point militarily for this 
effort came in May 1972.51 In an interesting final 
note, General Kroesen felt the North Vietnamese’s 
inability to pursue and destroy routed South Viet-
namese forces was evidence that if defended, Quang 
Tri City might not have fallen. The Communists did 

44 Maj Anthony P. Shepard, comments on the author’s manuscript for The War that Would Not End, 11 January 1990 (MCHC).
45 Government of South Vietnam, The Communist Policy of Terror (Saigon: RVN Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1972), 41–42; and Government of 
South Vietnam, La Route De L’Horreur (Saigon: RVN Ministry of Information, 1972).
46 LtCol Robert F. Sheridan, comments on the author’s manuscript The War That Would Not End, 20 March 1990 (MCHC).
47 Maj William T. Sweeney, memorandum, 8 May 1972, Senior Marine Advisor Evaluation Folder (MCHC).
48 Senior Marine Advisor, Historical Summary 1972, 13; Brigade 258 Advisor’s Log, 2 May 1972, Marine Advisory Unit File (MCHC); and Price 
comments.
49 Vien, Leadership, 134.
50 Turley, The Easter Offensive, 203.
51 Webb and Poole, The Joint Chiefs of Staff, 161–62.
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not have the resources or organization to do what 
ARVN forces had done to themselves with Ameri-
can counsel.52 The North Vietnamese doggedly held 
the Quang Tri Citadel for five months. Claims arose 
that Marine Brigade 147’s withdrawal on 1 May pre-
cipitated the collapse of Quang Tri, even though the 
unit was the last to leave and stayed long enough for 
the division commander and his advisors to escape. 
The brigade actually maintained itself as an effective 
force by saving lives and equipment, the same logic 
given by General Giai in his trial. 

Real questions should have been directed at the 
performance of South Vietnamese Army units, par-
ticularly the 2d and 57th ARVN Regiments, and Gen-

eral Lam’s conduct. The presence of the Vietnamese 
Marine division staff and General Khang provided 
only a backdrop to these events, and even the U.S. 
Army belatedly recognized the Marines’ drive for 
division status was correct and valuable.53 Later, the 
American embassy in Saigon concluded that “Ma-
rine units recaptured Quang Tri City on September 
16, 1972, after its abandonment by ARVN troops in 
May 1972.”54 In recognition of this, U.S. Ambassador 
Ellsworth F. Bunker and the Commanding General 
of USMACV, Army General Frederick C. Weyand, 
proposed that the Vietnamese Marine Division re-
ceive an American Presidential Unit Citation, which 
was not approved.55s1775s 

52 Kroesen, “1972 Vietnam Counter-Offensive,” 7–11.
53 A Study of Strategic Lessons Learned in Vietnam, vol. 6, Conduct of the War: Book 1 Operational Analyses (New York: BDM Corp., 1980).
54 Embassy of the United States of America, Saigon, Vietnam, Marine Division, 6 February 1973 (MCHC).
55 Embassy of the United States of America, Saigon, Vietnam, Unit Award Recommendation, 1 December 1973 (MCHC), 1–3.
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Shortly after his term as Commandant of the 
U.S. Marine Corps came to an end, General 
Wallace M. Greene Jr. recorded an extensive 
oral history for the Marine Corps History 

Division. During one session, Greene discussed the 
difficulties of advising President Lyndon B. John-
son. Recalling that the task often had the feel of a 
game of poker, Greene said of the president, “He had 
that look in his eye, as if he was wondering why I 
played that card.”1 As a member of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, Greene believed his duty was to provide the 
president with honest and frank military advice. At 
the same time, Greene was continually frustrated by 
what he believed to be the president’s failure to ad-
equately come to terms with what the United States 
needed to do to win the war in Vietnam.

Although they were officially the president’s prin-
cipal military advisors, the Joint Chiefs often had a 
contentious relationship with Johnson, who favored 
consulting civilian officials such as Secretary of De-
fense Robert S. McNamara and National Security 
Advisor McGeorge Bundy on national security mat-
ters.2 For the Joint Chiefs’ part, Service parochialism 
often led them to give less than frank advice to the 

Counselor of War
GENERAL WALLACE M. GREENE JR. AND THE ESCALATION 
OF THE VIETNAM WAR, 1964–65

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo A411928
Gen Wallace M. Greene Jr. became the 23d Comman-
dant of the Marine Corps on 1 January 1964.
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Brightest (Greenwich, NY: Fawcett Publications, 1972); and Robert Buzzanco, Masters of War: Military Dissent and Politics in the Vietnam Era (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
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president, and both Johnson and his predecessor, 
John F. Kennedy, often felt that their counsel was 
neither reliable nor constructive.3 However, while 
Johnson and McNamara (and most historians of the 
Vietnam War) treated the Joint Chiefs as a unitary 
body, it was in fact made up of five individuals whose 
positions on national security often differed. The 
chiefs held opposing views not only on the Vietnam 
War but also on what the actual purpose and role 
of their body was. Although they were the highest 
ranking military officials in their respective Armed 
Services, the Joint Chiefs were technically outside of 
the chain of command and consequently occupied 
an ambiguous position within the U.S. national se-
curity structure. 

This problem became particularly pressing as 
the Johnson administration rapidly Americanized 
the U.S. commitment to South Vietnam between 
1964 and 1965.4 A committed cold warrior, Greene 
believed that the United States needed to take a 
decisive stand in South Vietnam and counter the 
insurgency there by using American military power 
against North Vietnam. However, Greene frequently 
felt that his advice was not reaching the president, 
despite what he believed to be his statutory duty 
to serve as an advisor to the commander in chief 
on military matters. The Commandant blamed 
structural shortcomings in the advisory system for 
effectively blocking access to the president. These 
systemic problems could be traced to the Kennedy 
administration and that president’s preference for 
relying on close personal advisors to make ad hoc 
national security decisions.

To confront this issue, Greene proposed substan-
tially restructuring the National Security Council 
with the addition of a National General Staff. The staff 
would include a joint military-civilian staff tasked 
with both advisory and operation responsibilities. 
Such an organization, Greene believed, would over-
come the obstacles that prevented President Johnson 
from receiving sound and effective military advice 
on the situation in South Vietnam. At the same time, 
Greene hoped the plan would force Johnson to make 
a firm commitment on the Vietnam crisis. 

General Wallace M. Greene
and the Joint Chiefs of Staff
General Greene became Commandant in 1964. The 
appointment was the capstone to a long career as 
a dedicated and effective staff officer and planner. 
A graduate of the United States Naval Academy, 
Greene’s career before World War II mirrored that 
of many Marine officers in the 1930s: postings to 
ships’ detachments and service with the 4th Marines 
in Shanghai, China. During the critical months be-
fore the America’s entry into the war, Greene served 
in the 1st Marine Division’s operations section and 
in the United Kingdom, where he observed British 
commando units—later using lessons learned from 
that experience to strengthen and improve U.S. am-
phibious warfare techniques. 

Throughout World War II, Greene’s billets gave 
him considerable experience as a planner and orga-
nizer. He served as the operations and training offi-
cer for the 3d Marine Brigade—as operations officer 
for the Tactical Group 1 during the Marshall Islands 
campaign in early 1944 and as operations officer for 
the 2d Marine Division during the Mariana Islands 
campaign in the summer of 1944. During the latter 
operation, he first worked under Colonel David M. 
Shoup, who served as the division’s chief of staff. In 
the postwar period, Greene continued to serve in op-
erations billets with both the Marine Corps and Joint 
Staff, working as a representative on the staff of the 
National Security Council. In 1956, as the new com-
manding general of the Recruit Training Command 
at Marine Corps Recruit Depot Parris Island, South 
Carolina, Brigadier General Greene once again found 
himself working with Shoup. Greene and Shoup, who 
was then serving as inspector general of recruit train-
ing, were tasked with investigating the recent ac-
cidental drowning of six recruits at Ribbon Creek, 
Parris Island, and also with reforming Marine Corps 
recruit training. Following this, Greene worked as the 
operations officer for Headquarters Marine Corps as 
deputy chief of staff of Plans, and following Shoup’s 
appointment as Commandant in 1960, served as the 
new Commandant’s chief of staff.5 

3 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 326–33.
4 Fredrik Logevall, Choosing War: The Lost Chance for Peace and the Escalation of War in Vietnam (Oakland: University of California Press, 1999).
5 The best scholarly account of Greene’s life is the chapter by Allan R. Millett in Commandants of the Marine Corps, ed. Allan R. Millett and Jack 
Shulimson (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2004), 381–401.
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By the time President Kennedy nominated Greene 
to succeed Shoup in 1963, Greene had built a career 
as an adept staff officer capable of working with “vo-
cal, volatile extroverts.”6 He had earned two Legions 
of Merit for his planning work during the Marshalls 
and Marianas campaigns. He had also learned to 
pursue goals regardless of whether or not he would 
alienate senior officers in the process, notably dur-
ing the time he was tasked with reforming Marine 
recruit training. This, along with his experience 
working for the Joint Staff and the National Security 
Council, gave him ample experience navigating the 
halls of power in Washington, DC. In short, Greene 

represented in the Joint Chiefs of Staff the shift away 
from officers with experience leading large forma-
tions in combat to those who had spent most of their 
careers working as staff officers.7

According to the amendments of the National Se-
curity Act of 1947 passed in 1952, the Commandant 
was allowed only to attend Joint Chiefs’ meetings in 
which matters relevant to the Marine Corps were on 
the agenda.8 Since most matters of relevance to the 
combined Service chiefs concerned joint operations 
of some kind, this provision proved to be a techni-
cality, and Greene always acted as an equal to the 
chiefs of staff of the U.S. Army and Air Force and to 

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo 530841
Like many Marines commissioned in the early 1930s, Greene served with the 4th Marines in Shanghai. Then 1st Lt 
Greene is pictured here (front row, third from left) with other officers and noncommissioned officers of the 2d Bat-
talion, 4th Marines, in front of the Kawamura Tower in Shanghai in 1937.

6 Ibid., 384.
7 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 108–9.
8 An act to fix the personnel strength of the United States Marine Corps, and to establish the relationship of the Commandant of the Marine 
Corps to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Pub. L. No. 82-416, 66 Stat. 677 (1952). 
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the chief of naval operations. In accordance with this 
status, Greene believed the Commandant needed to 
participate equally in the task of advising the presi-
dent on matters of national security.

Greene’s vision of the duties and roles of the Joint 
Chiefs, however, was not necessarily shared by his 
colleagues. In particular, the chairman at the time 
Greene became Commandant, Army General Max-
well D. Taylor, had a conception that was in many 
ways diametrically opposed to the Commandant’s. 
For his part, Greene did not believe that the Service 
chiefs were required to speak with one voice or that 
the chairman’s voice should carry more weight than 
those of the other chiefs. He argued that

[the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff] is not a man 
who votes and breaks a deadlock, but he is the man who 
is supposed to organize and run the Joint Staff and also 
to present the views of the Chiefs. If the views differ from 

his own or among the Chiefs, then these views should be 
presented for final decision by the Secretary of Defense 
or the President.9 

In contrast, Taylor saw the chairman as a personal 
advisor to the president whose voice carried greater 
weight than the other chiefs. His position could be 
traced to his close relationship with President Ken-
nedy, who had recalled Taylor to active duty in 1961. 
Following the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion in 
1961, Kennedy became convinced that the Service 
chiefs had failed to adequately prepare him for the 
possibility that the clandestine attempt to depose 
Cuban dictator Fidel Castro would fail. Already un-
comfortable with the military, Kennedy asked the 
then-retired General Taylor to serve as his represen-
tative to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.10 It was a curious 
and confusing approach to managing national se-
curity affairs, effectively creating a parallel advisory 

Photo by Alfred W. Rohde Jr., courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps Photographic Section
In this undated photograph, BGen Greene sits with senior noncommissioned officers during his term as command-
ing general, Recruit Training Command. 

9 Wallace M. Greene Jr. Oral History, 21 September 1971, Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes (GRC, Quantico, VA), hereafter Greene Oral History, 
21 September 1971.
10 Douglas Kinnard, The Certain Trumpet: Maxwell Taylor and the American Experience in Vietnam (New York: Brassey’s Inc., 1991), 56–73.
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system. If Taylor was to serve as the personal advi-
sor to the president, then what was the role of the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Army General 
Lyman L. Lemnitzer? The approach, however, suited 
Kennedy well. Inexperienced and somewhat unsure 
of himself, the president was more at ease receiving 
advice from those with whom he had developed a 
close rapport, most notably the U.S. attorney gen-
eral, his brother Robert F. Kennedy.

During the first two years of Kennedy’s presiden-
tial term, Taylor served closely with Kennedy and 
grew to believe that the president needed a close, in-
formal relationship with his chief military advisor. 
In his memoir, Taylor set forth a vision of the chair-
man’s responsibility that strongly contrasted with 
General Greene’s.

With the opportunity to observe the problems of a Presi-
dent at closer range, I have come to the understanding 
of an intimate, easy relationship, born of friendship and 
mutual regard, between the President and the Chiefs. It is 
particularly important in the case of the Chairman, who 
works more closely with the President and Secretary of 
Defense than do the service chiefs. The Chairman should 
be a true believer in the foreign policy and military strat-
egy of the administration which he serves or, at least, feel 
that he and his colleagues are assured an attentive hear-
ing on those matters for which the Joint Chiefs have a 
responsibility.11 

In 1962, Kennedy replaced Lemnitzer with Taylor. 
In making Taylor chairman, the president resolved 
the awkward dual-track system created shortly after 
the Bay of Pigs invasion. However, by appointing his 
personal advisor, the president also undermined the 
effectiveness of the Joint Chiefs as a corporate body; 
Taylor firmly believed that the chairman’s personal 
assessments of national security matters carried 
greater weight than the other chiefs’ assessments. 
Consequently, Taylor tended to present his views 
to the president as if they were the chiefs’ combined 
views, creating the impression of unanimous con-
sent when none perhaps existed.12

These diverging opinions ultimately led to con-
siderable distrust on Greene’s part regarding Taylor. 

As Greene noted, “I always had the feeling that he 
[Taylor] was not properly presenting either the views 
of the Joint Chiefs to the National Security Council 
and to the president, but instead favored them with 
his own views, and also he never accurately reported 
back to the Joint Chiefs his conversations with the 
president and with the National Security Council.”13   
Frequently in his recollections, Greene noted his con-
flicting attitudes concerning Taylor, always following 
up remarks on the chairman’s brilliance and intelli-
gence with more critical comments about the general’s 
dishonest and untrustworthy behavior as head of the 
Joint Chiefs. “There is no doubt about his outstanding 
capability as far as his brain was concerned, but not as 
far as his motives sometimes were concerned.”14

Kennedy’s death in November 1963 elevated Vice 
President Johnson to the presidency. Although in 
most ways the rough-hewn, outwardly confident 
Texan was a stark contrast to the polished and cau-
tious Kennedy, the two presidents shared a prefer-
ence to rely on advisors outside official channels to 
make national security decisions. Thus, Greene be-
gan his term as Commandant of the Marine Corps 
already facing obstacles that would thwart his wish 
to play an active and energetic role in national secu-
rity policy planning.

Greene’s Assessment
of the Vietnam War in 1964
As Shoup’s chief of staff, General Greene delivered 
an address to the U.S. Army War College in May 
1963. During the question-and-answer period, he 
was asked about his position on U.S. involvement in 
South Vietnam (then largely advisory in nature). He 
described the situation as a quagmire and expressed 
concern about the United States becoming bogged 
down in the country. He also expressed the hope that 
the Marine contingent operating in Vietnam would 
remain small for fear that a larger commitment to 
Southeast Asia would sap the Corps’ ability to fulfill 
its duties as a contingency force.15

11 Gen Maxwell D. Taylor, Swords and Plowshares (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1972), 252.
12 See McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 14–17; Kinnard, The Certain Trumpet, 74–79; and Mark Perry, Four Stars (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1989), 
121–22.
13 Greene Oral History, 21 September 1971.
14 Ibid.
15 “A Marine Corps View of Military Strategy,” question-and-answer session (audio file), HD 6276 (Marine Corps History Division: Quantico, VA).
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Scholars of the Vietnam War have cited comments 
like this as evidence that Greene “explicitly rejected” 
American intervention.16 Actually, the chief of staff ’s 
attitude was more lukewarm and ambivalent. While 
he criticized the character of the American involve-
ment, Greens also stressed that “if we were, could, 
go into South Vietnam and do it our way, I think 
we could maybe clear that situation up within a rea-

sonable time.” Yet, on the whole he was skeptical of 
what the United States could achieve in the coun-
try. When another participant asked about bomb-
ing North Vietnam, Greene stated he did not think 
such a move would make a significant difference: “I 
mean, there’s just so many of them that I feel that 
if you were to bomb Hanoi [Vietnam], you wouldn’t 
stop them from doing what they are doing. And you 

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo
Gen David M. Shoup, Commandant of the Marine Corps, passes the Marine Corps battle color to his successor, 
LtGen Wallace M. Greene Jr., during change of command ceremonies at the Marine Barracks Washington, DC, on 
31 December 1964.

16 Buzzanco, Masters of War, 157. Buzzanco makes two mistakes when citing this particular speech: he states it was delivered at Headquarters 
Marine Corps when it was in fact delivered at the Army War College, and he states it was delivered in “late 1963.” It was delivered in May 1963. 
See, Wallace M. Greene Jr., “A Marine Corps View of Strategy” (address delivered at the Army War College, Carlisle, PA, 8 May 1963). The mis-
takes are understandable in light of the lack of information appended to the audio recordings on file in the Greene Papers at the Marine Corps 
History Division.
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might well bring the Chinese Communists in on 
there. And then what are you going to do, use atomic 
weapons?”17

Pointing out that the American public would not 
accept a significant number of casualties to defend 
the South, he made a prediction that proved to be 
eerily accurate: “Now, that old grindstone starts 
turning faster and faster. That means more and more 
casualties, more and more of the money and trea-
sure of the United States going to be spent there, and 
maybe in 10 years, we’ll either clean up the situation 
or we’ll have to get out like the French did.”18 Thus, 
a member of Greene’s audience could have left with 
the reasonable belief that the future Commandant 
was against escalating American involvement in the 
Vietnam War.

Yet, by the following January, he had become 
much more hawkish. In a January 1964 report on 
an inspection trip to Southeast Asia submitted to 
President Johnson, now-Commandant Greene de-
scribed morale amongst anti-Communist forces in 
South Vietnam as good, described U.S. advisors as 
“capable and enthusiastic,” and recommended that 
the “destruction of economic targets in North Viet-
nam designed to bring Ho Chi Minh to the council 
table should be initiated immediately.”19 A month 
later, he once again advocated increasing Ameri-
can involvement, stating in a staff study to the Joint 
Chiefs that “first, there must be a clear-cut decision 
either to pull out of South Vietnam or to stay there 
and win. If the decision is to stay and win—which 
is the Marine Corps recommendation—this objective 
must be pursued with the full concerted power of 
U.S. resources.”20

What caused the change in attitude, from “explic-
itly” warning against escalation to calling for the use 
of “the full concerted power of U.S. resources” in 
Southeast Asia? First, one should be cautious about 
pinning down Greene and other advisors with over-

ly reductive labels, such as “hawks,” “doves,” “true 
believers,” “doubters,” etc. As Secretary of Defense 
Clark M. Clifford responded when asked if he was 
a hawk or a dove, “I am not conscious of falling un-
der any of those ornithological divisions.”21 Other 
government officials felt the same way, and their at-
titudes and positions were often fluid. From his May 
1963 comments, Greene clearly had not yet fully 
formulated his thoughts on the Vietnam conflict. 
The speech he delivered did not mention Vietnam 
at all, and only in the question-and-answer session 
did Greene address the matter in (what sounds like) 
an off-the-cuff manner. Also of note in 1963, Greene 
was speaking as the representative of General Shoup, 
an opponent to expanding the U.S. involvement in 
Vietnam.22

Second, the situation in South Vietnam had dra-
matically changed between May 1963 and January 
1964. The summer of 1963 was a troubled time for 
the government of South Vietnamese President Ngo 
Dinh Diem, as Buddhist-led protests against his 
Catholic-dominated regime garnered world atten-
tion. The image of Buddhist monks self-immolating 
on the streets of Saigon poisoned American public 
support for Diem’s government, and the Kennedy 
administration soon concluded that the counterin-
surgency effort in South Vietnam would be more 
effective if the South Vietnamese president was re-
moved from power. Just weeks before Kennedy’s 
death, Diem was murdered during a U.S.-backed 
coup led by a group of South Vietnamese generals. 
Effects of that putsch were still being felt in January 
1964 when the military council that had replaced 
Diem was deposed in yet another coup, this one led 
by South Vietnamese General Nguyen Khanh. 

Greene’s inspection tour of South Vietnam took 
place shortly before Khanh seized power. The inspec-
tion was one of Greene’s first acts as Commandant 
and seemed to leave an indelible mark on his posi-

17 “A Marine Corps View of Military Strategy,” HD 6276.
18 Ibid.
19 “Commandant of the Marine Corps Trip Report for Visit to South Vietnam, January 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
20 “Outline Staff Study, Subj: Alternate Courses of Action, Vietnam, 21 February 1964,” attached to “Memorandum for the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Subj: Alternative Courses of Action, Vietnam, 13 March 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC, hereafter “Outline Staff Study,” 21 February 
1964. Emphasis by author.
21 “Clark M. Clifford: 9th Secretary of Defense,” Department of Defense, accessed 8 September 2014, http://www.defense.gov/specials/secdef_
histories/SecDef_09.aspx.
22 For Shoup’s opposition to the Vietnam War, see Howard Jablon, “General David M. Shoup, U. S. M. C.: Warrior and War Protester,” Journal of 
Military History 60, no. 3 (1996): 513–38.
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tion regarding the war. Upon returning to the states, 
he became a firm advocate for bombing North 
Vietnam. Throughout the first months of his term, 
Greene repeatedly pressed for launching military 
attacks against the north. At the same time, he also 
believed that the United States could never guaran-
tee the independence or viability of South Vietnam 
unless the Americans made it clear to the world that 
the United States was committed to destroying the 
Viet Cong’s ability to wage its insurrection. In the 
February study quoted above, Greene saw five pos-
sibilities open to the United States: (1) a complete 
withdrawal of American forces; (2) the neutraliza-
tion of South Vietnam; (3) intensification of current 
operations; (4) extension and expansion of opera-
tions into North Vietnam without U.S. involvement; 
or (5) expansion of operations into North Vietnam 
with U.S. forces.23 Greene dismissed the first three 
options, believing that withdrawal and neutraliza-
tion would harm American interests.  

Greene believed that the final two options pro-
vided the best course to follow. Expanding the war 
but continuing to limit U.S. involvement would pro-
vide the possibility of a military victory, demonstrate 
America’s determination to win the war, and main-
tain the “face of a Vietnamese war being fought by 
Vietnamese.” However, the Commandant admitted 
that this course did not “insure [sic] an early victo-
ry.”24 Direct involvement would provide even clear-
er evidence of American determination to win the 
war, allow the South Vietnamese to draw on supe-
rior American air and naval forces, and speed up the 
“timetable for winning the war.”25 The open commit-
ment of forces carried considerable risks, however, 
including provoking intervention from the People’s 
Republic of China. Direct involvement could also 
potentially alienate neutral allies, create strains with 
European powers, and further drain U.S. resources. 

Pointedly, a staff study acknowledged that direct 
involvement would commit the “U.S. to an ‘unpopu-
lar’ war” and carry no guarantee that militarily de-
feating North Vietnam would in any way increase 
support for South Vietnam’s “unpopular and auto-

cratic regime.”26 Greene subsequently concluded that 
the best course was to expand the war using South 
Vietnamese forces and continue indirect American 
involvement. However, the United States needed to 
reserve the option of taking direct action if required.

Despite his exhortation that the United States 
needed to “indicate unequivocally” that it was not 
going to abandon South Vietnam, Greene expressed 
uncertainty about whether any of his proposals 
would achieve victory, given the limited means at 
America’s disposal. Greene believed that the presi-
dent’s administration needed to “make clear to Con-
gress and to the American people that the U.S. policy 
is to win in South Vietnam.”27 At the same time, how-
ever, the Commandant recognized that a firm com-
mitment did not guarantee victory, did not ensure 
the legitimacy or stability of South Vietnam, and did 
not present a clear course of action. 

Despite this ambivalence, Greene pressed for 
a more aggressive campaign against the North 
Vietnamese involving both air strikes and a na-
val blockade. He recommended transforming the 
commander of U.S. Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam (MACV) into a true theater commander 
with authority over all U.S. efforts in the region. He 
also called for a range of new security measures in 
South Vietnam: censorship, a national identity card 
program, and curfews. He envisioned a bombing 
campaign that would, “in a rising crescendo,” carry 
out the “systematic destruction” of targets in North 
Vietnam using both the South Vietnamese Air Force 
and U.S. air assets. It was, in all but name, a recom-
mendation for a campaign of graduated pressure 
against the North. Commando raids, covert opera-
tions, and naval bombardment could also be utilized 
in support of the operation. The Commandant also 
recommended that the United States warn Laos and 
Cambodia to cease allowing Viet Cong forces to use 
the countries’ territories for logistical support.28

The subject of Vietnam came up during a meet-
ing with President Johnson and the Joint Chiefs held 
on 4 March 1964. As the participants reviewed an 
impending inspection trip to South Vietnam by Mc-

23 “Outline Staff Study,” 21 February 1964. Emphasis by author.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid. The quotes around “unpopular” are in the original document.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
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Namara and Taylor, the president solicited the opin-
ion of each chief. Taylor recommended expanding 
the war to include selective strikes against North 
Vietnamese targets. When Johnson responded that 
such an action would “almost certainly” spark an 
intervention by China and the Soviet Union, Taylor 
stated that he did not think such a response would 
occur. Greene said that he did not subscribe to Tay-
lor’s view and argued that expanding the war north 
would likely spark a Chinese response.

I told the President that, in my opinion, this would re-
sult in a major campaign, smaller perhaps, but similar 
to that which had taken place in Korea, and that there 

was risk of a possible escalation into another world war. 
However the bitter fact was that we were going to have to 
take a stand somewhere and the decision which he was 
going to have to make, as President, was whether or not 
SVN [South Vietnam] was the location where this stand 
should be made.29

Was Greene stating that escalating efforts in Viet-
nam was worth the risk of a potential third world war? 
Or was he exaggerating the potential consequences in 
order to convince President Johnson not to expand 
American involvement? Based on the recommenda-
tions he made in February to the other Joint Chiefs, 
one can reasonably conclude that Greene firmly be-

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo
Commandant Greene reviews an evening parade at the Marine Corps Barracks Washington, DC, alongside the 
surviving Commandants on 9 July 1964. From left: Gen Greene, Gen Thomas Holcomb (Ret), Gen Alexander A. 
Vandegrift (Ret), Gen Clifton B. Cates (Ret), Gen Lemuel C. Shepherd (Ret), and Gen David M. Shoup (Ret).

29 “Meeting Summary, Joint Chiefs White House Conference with the President, 4 March 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC, hereafter 
“Meeting Summary,” 4 March 1964.
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lieved that a war with the major Communist powers 
was inevitable and that aggressively taking the fight 
to North Vietnam was a necessary step in the broad-
er struggle against international Communism. 

Johnson responded that he “subscribed to the anal-
ysis of ‘The Marine General’’’ and that he felt either 
outright withdrawal or an expansion of operations 
were the best options available to the United States. 
However, the president immediately declared that, 
while he agreed expanding the war was the best op-
tion, he did not want the United States committed to 
a war until after the November presidential election, 
when the political situation “would be stabilized” 
and the “President and the new Congress could then 
actively advocate a stepped-up campaign.” Greene 
recorded in his meeting notes that he suspected 
Johnson was “indirectly telling General Taylor that 
he did not want him to return from [South Vietnam] 
with a recommendation that the campaign there be 
expanded to include [North Vietnam] to the extent 
that the risk might arise of a Korean-type war, or all-
out war with the Communists.”30

Johnson, the consummate politician, kept his cards 
close to his chest, leaving the chiefs with little sense 
of where he stood on the war. On the one hand, he 
expressed concern about Chinese intervention. On 
the other, he agreed that the war would likely have 
to be expanded to North Vietnam if South Vietnam 
was to survive as an independent state. Ultimately, 
Greene concluded that President Johnson wanted 
to delay making any major decisions about the war 
and consequently pressured both Taylor and McNa-
mara not to recommend escalation. Greene’s notes 
from a Joint Chiefs’ meeting held the next day re-
corded that “the Chairman said that he didn’t know 
what he might recommend at this time; however, he 
knew that his neck and the [secretary of defense’s] 
neck were on the chopping block.”31 The meeting 
with Johnson and the comments by Taylor led the 

Commandant to draw the conclusion that both the 
chairman and secretary of defense were going to 
withhold their honest assessments of the situation in 
South Vietnam and not recommend taking what he 
believed were the necessary steps for achieving vic-
tory in Southeast Asia. 

Upon returning from his visit to South Vietnam, 
McNamara submitted a memorandum that con-
firmed Greene’s worries. The memo laid out a num-
ber of measures for the United States to take that 
McNamara believed would help stabilize the war 
situation. The measures focused on strengthening 
South Vietnam’s ability to fight the war, without a 
significant increase in U.S. involvement. Thus, Mc-
Namara recommended increasing the size of the 
South Vietnamese armed forces through national 
mobilization, furnishing new armored personnel 
carriers and attack aircraft, and continuing Ameri-
can reconnaissance flights over the Cambodian and 
Laotian borders.32 Although McNamara did propose 
that the United States be authorized to conduct air 
attacks against Viet Cong forces across the border 
“for the purpose of border control,”33 the secretary of 
defense’s recommendations were largely designed to 
maintain the status quo. 

The chiefs were near unanimous in their belief 
that the measures were inadequate.34 “Half-measures 
won’t win in South Vietnam,” Greene declared, fur-
ther noting that, “I do not believe that the 12 recom-
mendations discussed above offer little more than 
a continuation of the present programs of action in 
Vietnam.”35 He also stated that the proposals placed 
too many restrictions on the United States and left 
the initiative with China and North Vietnam. The 
drive to maintain the status quo would continue to 
drain American resources and increase, rather than 
reduce, “dissatisfaction amongst the American peo-
ple.”36

Despite the chiefs’ protests, McNamara submit-

30 Ibid.
31 “Notes for JCS Meeting, 5 March 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
32 “Memorandum from the Secretary of Defense to the President, 16 March 1964.” McNamara’s memorandum went through several iterations. 
The final version, which is annotated to reflect how it changed from its first version, is reproduced in Edward C. Keefer and Charles S. Sampson, 
ed., Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964–1968, Vol. I, Vietnam, 1964 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1992), 153–67.
33 Ibid., 167.
34 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 76–77; and Graham A. Cosmas, The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam, 1960–1968, Part 2 (Washington, 
DC: Office of Joint History, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2012), 36–38.
35 Marine Corps memorandum to the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CMCM 31-64/AO38B8-jd), “Comments on the Secretary of Defense Draft Memoran-
dum for the President, South Vietnam, dated 13 March 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
36 Ibid.
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ted the memorandum to President Johnson without 
change, and the proposals were adopted as National 
Security Action Memorandum 288.37 Greene later 
criticized both McNamara’s and Taylor’s handling 
of the process, recalling that “it was noteworthy that 
at no time did the Secretary of Defense invite the 
Chiefs to discuss his memorandum with them. In 
other words it was a fait accompli. He accepted with-
out comment the Chiefs’ memorandum which cov-
ered his own memorandum to the President, but he 
never at any time had discussed his final paper.”38 In 
Greene’s view, the secretary and chairman presented 
Johnson with the range of options that the president 
wanted to hear, not the options he needed to hear. In 
short, Greene was convinced that Johnson was not 
receiving sound or honest advice.

Even more frustrating was that Taylor and McNa-
mara were possibly misconstruing the positions of 
the Joint Chiefs. Just days after Johnson had accepted 

McNamara’s recommendations, Greene learned that 
Central Intelligence Agency Director John A. Mc-
Cone had expressed doubts about the proposals and 
that General Taylor deliberately withheld McCone’s 
comments from the chiefs. Even more surprising, 
Taylor apparently inked out references to annota-
tions McCone had made on the draft of McNamara’s 
memorandum that had been submitted to the chiefs 
for comment.39 Greene called the chairman’s actions 
“unethical” and “dishonest” and confronted Taylor 
on the matter the next day. In a heated exchange, 
Greene asked whether the chiefs’ views were being 
presented in their entirety to Johnson. Taylor angrily 
retorted that if the chiefs had concerns, they could 
take their personal views to the president them-
selves, but he would not submit any memorandum 
drafted by other members of the Joint Chiefs to Mc-
Namara that he did not agree with.40 The chairman 
also claimed that the chiefs’ views and estimates of 
the situation in South Vietnam had been submit-
ted “over a period of time and appeared in parts in a 
number of papers.”41

Taylor’s attitude unnerved Greene, who believed 
that the chairman was deliberately misconstruing 
his positions to President Johnson. Just as troubling 
was Taylor and McNamara’s efforts to paint a picture 
for the president about South Vietnam that Greene 
believed did not match the reality on the ground. 
McNamara’s dominance of the advisory process was 
particularly frustrating for the Commandant as he 
believed that the secretary of defense “appeared to 
think that he knew more about all the military as-
pects of the problems in Vietnam and the cures 
therefore than any of the military persons present.”42 
The Joint Chiefs of Staff, in short, were not being 
used as they should. The Commandant believed that 
President Johnson was far too reliant on a small co-
terie of advisors, and neither McNamara nor Taylor 
saw any fault with this particular approach.

Photo by Abbie Rowe, courtesy of White House photographs,
 John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston

President John F. Kennedy meets with Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell D. Taylor and Secretary of 
Defense Robert S. McNamara on 2 October 1963. 

37 Memorandum to the president from the secretary of defense, “South Vietnam,” 16 March 1964, LBJ Presidential Library, http://www.lbjlib
.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/nsams/nsam288.asp. 
38 Greene Oral History collection, Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC. For the Joint Chiefs of Staff memorandum laying out their criticisms of 
McNamara’s memorandum, see memorandum from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the secretary of defense, “Draft Memorandum for the President, 
Subject ‘South Vietnam’,” 14 March 1964, Foreign Relations of the United States (Document no. 82), 149–50.
39 “Summary of Discussion with Deputy Chief of Staff for Plans and Programs (LtGen Henry W. Buse Jr.) and Chief of Staff of the United States 
Air Force (Gen Curtis E. LeMay, USAF),” teleconference, 17 March 1964, Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC, hereafter “Summary of Discussion 
with Deputy Chief of Staff,” 17 March 1964.
40 “Summary of Action in JCS Meeting, 18 March 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
41 Ibid.
42 “Summary of Discussion with Deputy Chief of Staff,” 17 March 1964.
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Reforming the Advisory System: 
Greene’s Proposals for a
National Staff
At this early stage in his term, Greene clung to the 
idea that if his positions on the situation in Southeast 
Asia could be effectively and accurately relayed to 
the president, then a true shift in American strategy 
could take place. He pursued this task as the consum-
mate staff officer. Having served on various national 
security posts during three presidential administra-
tions, Greene was convinced that the informal advi-
sory system used by both Kennedy and Johnson was 
the root cause of the Joint Chiefs’ inability to pro-
vide adequate and effective advice on the Vietnam 
War. As a member of the National Security Coun-
cil staff during Dwight D. Eisenhower’s presidency, 
Greene had gained firsthand knowledge and expe-
rience with the formal advisory structures used by 
that administration. Kennedy saw these structures, 
in particular the National Security Council’s Plan-
ning Board and Operations Coordinating Board as 

well as the Joint Chiefs of Staff, as ineffective and un-
wieldy. Consequently, he dissolved the two boards 
and relied on personal military advisors rather than 
the Joint Chiefs.43

Greene believed rebuilding these planning orga-
nizations would not only strengthen strategic plan-
ning but also ensure that the president could make 
a firm decision on the situation in South Vietnam. 
Throughout 1964, Greene repeatedly pushed for a 
solution he described as a “National Staff ” or “Na-
tional General Staff.” Greene promoted his concept 
in meetings with presidential advisors, in speeches, 
and in formal memoranda submitted to the Joint 
Chiefs. The Commandant elaborated on this concept 
in a May 1964 speech at the Armed Forces Staff Col-
lege. In the address, Greene noted that the executive 
branch did not have a mechanism to ensure conti-
nuity between different administrations in regard to 
planning for impending national security crises and 
emergencies. While the National Security Council 
had a staff, the staff lacked “an operational function, 
as all executive authority is vested in the President 

Photo by Yoichi Okamoto, courtesy of LBJ Presidential Library
President Johnson meets with the Joint Chiefs at his ranch in Texas in December 1964. Clockwise from the presi-
dent: Secretary of Defense McNamara, the president’s military aid MajGen Chester Clifton, Air Force Chief of Staff 
Gen Curtis E. LeMay (with signature cigar), Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Gen Earle G. Wheeler, Deputy Secretary 
of Defense Cyrus R. Vance, Army Chief of Staff Gen Harold K. Johnson, Chief of Naval Operations Adm David L. 
McDonald, and Commandant of the Marine Corps Gen Greene.

43 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 4–5. 
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and in the Heads of the several departments and 
agencies of the Government.”44

The United States, Greene argued, lacked an inter-
departmental organization capable of coordinating 
how national security decisions made by the presi-
dent could be implemented by the various executive 
agencies and departments. “Because of the lack of 
such a body with interdepartmental membership, 
programs must be implemented through so-called 
‘normal coordination’—or, as is most usually the 
case, through ad hoc arrangements devised for in-
dividual problem areas.” Greene proposed resurrect-
ing the National Security Council’s Planning Board 
and creating a National General Staff “composed 
of representatives of all departments and agencies 
concerned with overall national security.”45 The staff 
would be a civilian organization tasked with the 
same responsibilities and empowered with the same 
authority as a military general staff. The staff would 
even include a National Command Center, which 
would serve a similar function as the National Mili-
tary Command Center.46

Greene continued to press his idea of a National 
General Staff throughout 1964. He found an ally in 
the chief of staff of the Air Force, General Curtis 
E. LeMay. Toward the end of August 1964, LeMay 
submitted his own memorandum to the chiefs and 
McNamara recommending the resurrection of the 
National Security Council’s Planning Board. In a 
statement that reflected many of the same arguments 
made by Greene, LeMay criticized the ad hoc nature 
of security planning and the basic problem that the 
professional recommendations of the United States’ 
military leadership were not reaching the president 
in a systematic manner.47 Responding to LeMay’s 
proposal, Greene used a lengthy memorandum to 
appraise the chiefs of his National General Staff con-
cept. 

The memo restated most of the major arguments 

of his speeches from the spring of 1964: the current 
National Security Council lacked the capability and 
mission “to maintain a continuing appraisal over all 
events and happenings which have impact on se-
curity policies.”48 The Joint Chiefs also were unable 
to fulfill this role, being comprised only of military 
personnel and serving only as advisors to the presi-
dent. Again, Greene suggested reconstituting the 
Planning Board “as a full-time agency with a Chair-
man and members appointed by the President, who 
would have no other duties in the Government.” The 
Planning Board would manage the National Gen-
eral Staff in much the same way that the Joint Chiefs 
managed the Joint Staff. The staff would then “coor-
dinate and direct the implementation of all Execu-
tive departments and agencies of approved policies 
and programs.”49

Greene’s proposal involved an ambitious and 
radical restructuring of the national security advi-
sory system. Thus, while it may have streamlined 
the manner in which presidential decisions were 
implemented, the likelihood of such an organiza-
tion coming to pass was improbable. Critically, the 
concept did little to address Johnson’s own preferred 
method of operating. When Greene brought up the 
concept during a meeting with Bromley K. Smith, 
the National Security Council staffer pointed out the 
difficulties of creating such an organization. In the 
course of the session, Greene noted that the failure 
of the Bay of Pigs invasion had convinced him that 
the advisory systems used by President Kennedy 
was an ineffective means for making national secu-
rity strategy and policy. Greene went on to argue that 
the Johnson administration threatened to make the 
same mistakes with Southeast Asia, in large part due 
to the administration making decisions “without 
proper advice” and with “poorly rounded estimates 
of the situation.”50

As Greene laid out his vision of a national staff, 

44 “Remarks of Gen Wallace M. Greene Jr., USMC” (speech at Armed Forces Staff College, Norfolk, VA, 21 May 1964). The entirety of the docu-
ment can be found in Greene Papers, GRC.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 “Memorandum to Gen Greene from Gen Curtis E. LeMay, Chief of Staff, USAF, 19 August 1964,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
48 Ibid.
49 Memorandum to Gen LeMay from Gen Wallace M. Greene, “Re-Activation of the Machinery of the National Security Council, 27 August 1964, 
Enclosure 1: Organization of a National Staff,” Greene Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
50 “Summary of a Meeting with Mr. Bromley Smith, Special Assistant to the President for National Security Council Affairs, 17 June 1964,” Greene 
Papers, Vietnam Notes, GRC.
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Smith pointed out how President Kennedy would 
never have agreed to such an arrangement. While 
he noted Johnson might be more receptive, Smith 
nevertheless observed that National Security Advi-
sor Bundy’s centralized White House staff was better 
suited to the type and detail of advice the current 
president wanted. According to Smith, 

. . . the President was interested in a great deal of detail; 
e.g., during the recent air strike against Viet Cong targets 
in Laos, he wanted to know when and where each of the 
strike planes had landed and when they were all safely 
home, even though it might be necessary to wake him in 
the middle of the night to acquaint him with these facts.51 

While Smith recognized that excessive reliance on 
Bundy and his staff was a problem, Smith was also 
skeptical that the president would be able to get so 
many agencies and individuals to surrender their 
prerogatives to a National General Staff.

Greene’s concept of a National General Staff attest-
ed to his abilities as a creative and ambitious plan-
ner. He saw himself not only as the senior officer of 
the Marine Corps, but also as a senior advisor to the 
president. Furthermore, Greene acknowledged that 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff were limited in the kind of 
advice they could provide to help the president deal 
with the almost constantly changing and emerging 
national security threats of the Cold War. Greene 
recognized that confronting these threats required 
close coordination and cooperation between civilian 
and military agencies. Consequently, he admitted 
that the Joint Chiefs would only serve as a support-
ing element to the National General Staff. 

However, while the idea of a national staff may 
have been ambitious and would potentially place 
a rational structure that would help organize the 
seemingly chaotic constellation of advisory agencies, 
committees, and departments serving the president, 

Photo by Frank Hall, courtesy of Department of the Army
The Joint Chiefs of Staff in February 1965. From left: Chief of Naval Operations Adm McDonald, Air Force Chief of 
Staff Gen John P. McConnell, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen Wheeler, Commandant of the Marine Corps 
Gen Greene, and Chief of Staff of the Army Gen Johnson.

51 Ibid.
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by proposing a national staff Greene demonstrated 
a basic misunderstanding of how influential a presi-
dent’s personality and personal style were in shap-
ing how decisions were reached and implemented. 
Greene was convinced, for example, that the failure 
of the Bay of Pigs invasion was due to the Kennedy 
administration’s overreliance on an informal, ad hoc 
advisory system. Yet Kennedy drew the exact oppo-
site conclusion, feeling that the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
had failed to provide him with a frank assessment 
of the consequences of the operation and placed the 
blame for the failure at their feet.52 Kennedy saw the 
large, formal advisory systems of the Eisenhower era 
as slow, ungainly, and potentially more interested in 
their own prerogatives than in serving the president.

In his 1964 speech to the Armed Forces Staff Col-
lege, Greene argued that “an organization such as the 
one proposed would so prove its usefulness that it 
would be perpetuated and strengthened by any Chief 
Executive who had to face the tangle of problems that 
will continue to confront our nation as the Free World 

leader.”53 Greene failed to acknowledge that certain 
presidents would potentially have a different view. 
As scholars of his presidency have shown, Johnson 
preferred receiving advice from a tight-knit group of 
advisors who would reinforce, rather than challenge, 
his preconceptions.54 Believing this approach to be 
detrimental to strategic planning, Greene hoped his 
National General Staff would both strengthen Amer-
ica’s ability to cope with national security challenges 
and ensure that the president would make appropri-
ate and effective policy decisions. 

The system was never created because the propos-
als did not move beyond the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
President Johnson never changed his approach; he 
continued to carry out foreign policy using close, 
personal advisors in an often, improvised manner. 
Beginning in 1965, Greene’s attention began to shift. 
The South Vietnamese government continued to 
be afflicted by coups and instability. The Viet Cong 
also seemed to be taking the initiative in the con-
flict, and the commander of the MACV, Army Gen-

LBJ Presidential Library
In this meeting held in July 1965 concerning the Vietnam War, President Johnson is flanked by some of his principal 
advisors. From left: Gen Greene, Gen Johnson, Secretary of the Army Stanley R. Resor, National Security Advisor 
McGeorge Bundy (standing), President Johnson, and Secretary of Defense McNamara.

52 McMaster, Dereliction of Duty, 5–7; Buzzanco, Masters of War, 19–20; and Michael R. Beschloss, The Crisis Years: Kennedy and Khrushchev 
1960–1963 (New York: Edward Burlingame Books, 1991), 146.
53 “Remarks of Gen Wallace M. Greene Jr., USMC,” 21 May 1964.
54 Herring, LBJ and Vietnam; Buzzanco, Masters of War; Barrett, Uncertain Warriors; McMaster, Dereliction of Duty; and Logevall, Choosing War.
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eral William C. Westmoreland, became concerned 
that South Vietnam’s collapse could be imminent. 
In March 1965, following General Westmoreland’s 
requests for U.S. troops to protect American instal-
lations in South Vietnam from Communist attacks, 
the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade landed two 
assault battalions at Da Nang, Vietnam. General 
Greene was responsible for raising and equipping 
the Marine Corps forces that were then operating in 
increasing numbers in South Vietnam. Unsurpris-
ingly, concerns about a National General Staff be-

came less of a concern for the Marine Corps Com-
mandant.

Conclusion
In the period between the passage of the National 
Security Act of 1947 and the Goldwater-Nichols De-
partment of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986, the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff occupied an ambiguous position 
within the United States’ national security system.55   
Neither the chairman nor the Service chiefs were in 

Official U.S. Marine Corps photo A184014
Gen Greene visits the headquarters of the South Vietnamese Marine Brigade in April 1965. He is accompanied by 
BGen Le Nguyen Khang, commanding general of the South Vietnamese Marines.

55 Douglas T. Stuart, Creating the National Security State: A History of the Law that Transformed America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2008); and Adrian R. Lewis, The American Culture of War: The History of U.S. Military Force from World War II to Operation Iraqi Freedom (New 
York: Routledge, 2007).
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the official chain of command and, while they were 
tasked by statute with providing the president and 
secretary of defense with military advice, the com-
mander in chief could accept or dismiss the advice 
as he saw fit. For a number of reasons, this limitation 
on the Joint Chiefs’ authority was reinforced dur-
ing the Johnson administration. Johnson personally 
preferred drawing advice from a limited number of 
advisors to reinforce his own viewpoints. Seeing the 
conflict in Vietnam as a Cold War emergency, both 
Johnson and McNamara believed the situation could 
be managed through a mixture of diplomatic and 
military pressure. The two men believed the Joint 
Chiefs only saw potential military solutions to the 
problems. Consequently, the chiefs saw their advice 
as potentially irrelevant.

Greene believed that Johnson’s advisory system 
was fundamentally flawed. Although Greene was 
not adverse to the principles of graduated pressure, 
he conceived of Vietnam as a military problem that 
required military solutions. If there is one constant 
throughout his comments on Vietnam, it is that a 
piecemeal, limited approach would be ultimately 
fruitless. He also firmly believed—even when he sug-
gested a certain reticence about the conflict in 1963—
that the United States could only achieve a quick 
victory if it Americanized the conflict. Greene and 
many senior Marine officers maintained this position 
throughout the first three years of direct American 
involvement in the conflict.56 Consequently, Greene 

believed that the Service chiefs, rather than civil-
ians, should serve as Johnson’s principal advisors on 
Southeast Asia. Unsurprisingly, he was continually 
frustrated with the president’s tendency to defer de-
cisions and avoid firm commitments when presented 
with difficult choices. 

Thus, the proposal for a National General Staff 
was not only an attempt to improve the national se-
curity advisory system but also a means designed 
to force President Johnson to make a decision on 
Vietnam, which would have favored Greene’s own 
conclusions. Greene felt that the deactivation of the 
National Security Council’s formal planning boards 
and committees had allowed the president to defer 
difficult decisions. A rational and organized advi-
sory system would force the president to take what 
the Commandant believed to be the best course of 
action in the Vietnam War. 

However, as a number of scholars have demon-
strated, the presence of a coherent foreign policy ad-
visory structure would not guarantee that successive 
presidential administrations came to the best deci-
sions concerning Vietnam.57 While Greene’s propos-
al was never implemented, it is difficult to imagine 
Lyndon Johnson using such an organization or al-
lowing such an organization to force him to make a 
decision regarding the Vietnam War. The efforts of 
this most consummate professional military staff of-
ficer to engage the most consummate of politicians 
had decidedly mixed results. s1775s
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Victory Fever on Guadalcanal: Japan’s First Land De-
feat of World War II. By William H. Bartsch. (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2014. Pp. 360. 
$35.00 cloth.)

As World War II battles go, the misnamed 
battle of the Tenaru River in Guadalcanal 
was a small-scale affair. In the predawn 
hours of 21 August 1942, Japanese Col-

onel Kiyonao Ichiki’s first echelon of the Imperial 
Japanese Army—a regiment reduced to a reinforced 
battalion by the inadequacies of Japanese logistics—
attacked a battalion of the 1st Marine Division en-
trenched on the west bank of Alligator Creek. Wil-
liam H. Bartsch has written a definitive account of 

this battle in his Vic-
tory Fever on Gua-
dalcanal.

In the foreword, 
noted Pacific war 
historian Richard 
B. Frank describes 
the battle at Tena-
ru as “the smallest 
American battle of 
World War II with 
the greatest effects” 
(p. xi). The Marines’ 
ability to hold Hen-
derson Field, tested 
for the first time at 
Tenaru, spelled the difference between victory and 
defeat in the Guadalcanal campaign. Moreover, this 
battle was the Pacific War’s first substantial encoun-
ter between the Marines and the Imperial Japanese 
Army. The Marines facing Colonel Kiyonao Ichiki 
were post-Pearl Harbor recruits who had under-
gone abbreviated training. The Ichiki first echelon, 
by contrast, was an elite, combat-tested unit, which 
would have the advantage of numbers at its chosen 
point of attack. Ichiki’s plan of attack—a stealthy ad-
vance leading up to a sudden attack with minimal 
prior preparation, but maximum emphasis on shock 
and speed—was basic Japanese doctrine. As Eric M. 
Bergerud observed in Touched with Fire, his 1996 
study of the land war in the Pacific:

In a very real sense, Ichiki was acting on assumptions that 
had to be true if Japan was to prevail in the war. If the en-
emy was their equal in skill, if spirit could not overcome 
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material, if night attack could not neutralize firepower, 
Japan would lose at Guadalcanal. Japan would also lose 
in the South Pacific. The Tenaru Battle was far more than 
a single assault. It was a clash of doctrine and of assump-
tions concerning the enemy. The stakes were very high. 

The result of this clash was a lopsided American 
victory that stripped the Japanese of their aura of in-
vincibility, gave a huge lift to American morale, and 
set the terms upon which larger future battles on 
Guadalcanal and beyond would be fought.

Firsthand accounts of the battle for Tenaru exist 
from such participants as Robert Leckie, Richard 
W. Tregaskis, and Merrill B. Twining. Workmanlike 
narratives are available from a number of histori-
ans, including Samuel E. Morison, Richard B. Frank, 
Samuel B. Griffith II, and Eric M. Hammel. Indeed, 
Bergerud’s superb synopsis of this battle, quoted in 
part above, is one of many reasons why his book is 
required reading for anyone seeking to understand 
the land war in the South Pacific. These accounts, 
however, describe the battle as part of a larger story. 
In Victory Fever on Guadalcanal, Bartsch provides 
the first full-length monograph devoted solely to 
the battle, allowing him to furnish the reader with 
a wealth of detail about the battle from both sides. 

Though not a trained historian or political scien-
tist, Bartsch has written extensively and exclusively 
on the Pacific War. Most of his prior books dealt with 
the desperate early days of the Japanese offensive 
against the Philippines and the Dutch East Indies. 
In The Old Breed of Marine: A World War II Diary 
(2003), Bartsch annotated the diary of a member of 
the 11th Marines, one of the units at Tenaru. In these 
earlier works, Bartsch perfected the technique of 
telling the events he was writing about as “bottom-
up” history told from what Bartsch describes as “the 
human standpoint.” This is participant-driven his-
tory with a vengeance, and Bartsch has gotten very 
good at it. 

Applying this technique to the Tenaru battle in 
Victory Fever on Guadalcanal, Bartsch relies on oral 
histories, letters, and diaries to trace the involvement 
of individual participants. The resulting narratives 
give the book a strong sense of presence and im-
mediacy. Significantly, Bartsch is able to employ the 
same approach toward the Japanese forces. Work-
ing from previously unknown or untapped Japanese 
sources, Bartsch provides a hitherto-unseen look at 

life as a soldier serving in Ichiki’s first echelon. Con-
sidering how completely Ichiki’s force was destroyed, 
this is a notable testament to Bartsch’s doggedness 
and determination as a researcher. 

The prologue follows the 1st Marine Division 
from the spring of 1942 to its invasion of Guadal-
canal. Bartsch writes this part of the story primarily 
from the viewpoint of Major General Alexander A. 
Vandegrift, the division’s new commander. On Van-
degrift’s shoulders fell the burden of converting the 
large influx of post-Pearl Harbor recruits into com-
bat-ready Marines at a primitive training camp in 
New River, North Carolina. By the summer of 1942, 
this was still very much a work in progress. To em-
ploy this force as the spearhead for America’s first 
Pacific offensive, therefore, would have seemed to an 
informed outsider, a premature and ill-advised ad-
venture. 

Bartsch then switches the focus of his narrative 
style from generals to privates. The succeeding chap-
ters form a series of parallel narratives between the 
men of the 1st Marines and the Ichiki detachment 
from the spring of 1942 onward as they approach 
their fateful collision in Guadalcanal. 

In the first three chapters, Bartsch focuses on the 
Marines training at New River, deploying to New 
Zealand, and invading Guadalcanal. By the end of 
chapter 3, the Marines have seized the airfield but 
watched with dismay as their transports, half-un-
loaded, sailed away after the disastrous defeat at Savo 
Island. 

In chapter 4, the Ichiki forces come into sharper 
relief. They are the only force immediately avail-
able to carry out the Imperial general headquarters’ 
orders to recapture the airfield on Guadalcanal. At 
Seventeenth Army headquarters in Rabaul, Papau 
New Guinea, bad intelligence, overconfidence, and 
a reluctance to impose meaningful restraints on an 
impetuous officer lead to the Ichiki detachment’s an-
nihilation. Fanciful intelligence reports suggest the 
U.S. Marines are withdrawing. The headquarters 
staff knows that reinforcements are 10 days away, 
but drafts Ichiki’s orders immediately giving him 
the option of attacking with his small detachment. 
Ichiki’s transportation arrangements form a further 
link in his ultimate destruction: six destroyers with 
room for only 900 of his soldiers and virtually none 
of his artillery. When Ichiki advises Rear Admiral 
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Raizo Tanaka, the destroyer force commander, that 
he intends to seize the airfield with a bayonet charge, 
Tanaka is dismayed by the thought of such “bam-
boo spear” tactics, but he says nothing. Ichiki’s force 
lands east of the Marine lines at Taivu Point on 18 
August. Meanwhile, tipped off by radio intelligence, 
coast watchers, and missionaries, the Marines shift 
their main line of resistance from the beach facing 
“Ironbottom Sound” (Savo Sound) to the line of the 
mislabeled Tenaru.

Bartsch graphically communicates the closeness 
and intensity of this combat. A key component of 
the Marines’ defense was the nests of water-cooled 
.30-caliber Browning machine guns, which inflicted 
murderous casualties on the Japanese. These nests, 
in turn, became the foci of the fighting as the Jap-
anese began counterfire with their own heavy ma-
chine guns:

While it was firing, Fincher’s gun took a hit in the jacket, 
and the water soon started boiling inside. His assistant 
gunner, Pfc. [Private First Class] Joe Fontaine, passed 
Fincher the spare barrel. While Fincher was changing the 
barrel, another flare burst overhead. Fincher turned and 
saw a Japanese [soldier] coming into his gun emplace-
ment. Overcoming his initial shock, he reacted by hitting 
the unarmed man with the old barrel several times until 
he was sure his nemesis was dead (p. 183).

Chapter 10 addresses the last act of the battle, 
which took place after daylight, when the 1st Bat-
talion, 1st Marines, crossed the river farther south, 
encircling and annihilating the disorganized rem-
nant of Ichiki’s now-leaderless force, with the aid of 
a squad of light tanks crossing the sandbar. The new 
Marine arrivals at Henderson Field strafe Japanese 
soldiers trying to escape the encirclement on the 
beach or by boat. Bartsch tells some harrowing tales 
from the Japanese side, as the few survivors manage 
to avoid death (often by feigning it) and make their 
escape back to Taivu Point.

The epilogue returns to the sand spit at Alligator 
Creek, now a scene of indescribable, odious carnage. 
Amidst this horror, Bartsch, with his eye for detail, 
catches a moment of humor and gives an example of 
how to weave the many participant accounts, upon 
which he has relied, into a smooth-flowing narrative:

Earlier, when the POWs [prisoners of war] had come 
marching down the beach road, four abreast, in step, 

guarded by Marine MPs [military police], they appeared 
to Phillips “like midgets” compared to the MPs, all of 
whom seemed to be over six feet tall. Armed with their 
submachine guns, the MPs were calling cadence from the 
flanks, a scene that to Phillips was reminiscent of Par-
ris Island days. One bit MP would bellow, “in cadence 
count,” which was followed by a chorus of Oriental voices 
shouting “Roosevelt good man, Tojo eat s——t!” Phillips 
and the others watching the procession nearly split their 
sides in laughter at the sight (p. 214).

As the Marines collect their few prisoners, the 
Japanese at Taivu Point muster their few survivors—
of the 900, which Ichiki had led ashore a few days 
earlier, only 100 remain; Ichiki himself is not among 
them. The exact circumstances of his death is one of 
the few mysteries of this battle, which Bartsch does 
not conclusively resolve, choosing instead to present 
conflicting accounts. 

While the surviving Japanese report the dolorous 
news to Rabaul, the Marine commanders on Gua-
dalcanal are taking stock—34 Marines dead and 75 
wounded, a pittance for the losses they inflicted on the 
Japanese. The Marine Corps commanders are pleased 
by their troops’ performance, but aware that they were 
lucky and aided by the enemy’s mistakes. Ichiki had 
not reconnoitered the Tenaru farther south, where the 
defenses were less substantial, and had not awaited his 
reinforcements, which the Marines now knew were 
coming. In committing these mistakes, Twining con-
cluded, Ichiki suffered from “victory disease.”

At this point, Bartsch shifts his narrative back 
from Marine privates to that of generals. He dem-
onstrates that Ichiki, far from being “an eager bea-
ver who saw a chance to grab the glory,” as Twining 
thought, was thoroughly versed in, and acting in full 
accord with, Japanese tactical doctrine which he, as 
an instructor at the Infantry School in Tokyo, was 
completely familiar with (p. 222). Bartsch identifies 
five factors contributing to Ichiki’s defeat: (1) his de-
cision to attack immediately rather than waiting for 
reinforcements; (2) his decision to rely on the infan-
try to spearhead an attack; (3) his decision to attack 
at the point of the Marines’ greatest strength; (4) his 
failure to attack, or even to reconnoiter, upstream; 
and (5) his failure to commit the firepower avail-
able to him—heavy machine guns and two 70mm 
battalion guns—at the onset of the attack. While 
these factors tend to put the lion’s share of respon-
sibility for the loss on Ichiki’s shoulders, one sees a 
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fair share of responsibility resting on the Japanese 
high command and on larger Japanese attitudes. 
The high command pushed for a speedy attack 
over a well-prepared or strong one. The command 
drafted Ichiki’s orders loosely; it transported only a 
fraction of his overall command without his heavy 
equipment; and it left Ichiki high and dry at Taivu 
Point with only four-days’ rations. Even if Ichiki had 
not believed in the superiority of Japanese fighting 
spirit over Western material advantages, he could 
hardly have done anything other than attack quickly, 
though he might have attacked better. In retrospect, 
what was supposed to be an elite commando-style 
operation turned into a fiasco. 

Bartsch’s narrative is well supported by the book’s 

appendices, references, and visual aids. Four appen-
dices identify the officers of the 1st Marines involved 
in the battle, the Marine casualties, and the officers 
and staff of the Ichiki detachment. Notes are copious 
and clearly identify sources. Five maps and a wealth 
of photographs give the reader ample visual orienta-
tion and illustration. 

As Bartsch himself notes, the opportunity to do 
participant-driven history, such as Victory Fever on 
Guadalcanal, has now all but ceased to exist, due to 
the passing of “The Greatest Generation.” Bartsch’s 
book is a fine last hurrah for this type of narrative 
history and a worthy addition to the shelf of anyone 
interested in the Guadalcanal campaign or the Pa-
cific War. s1775s
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From 1962 to 1975, more than 800,000 men 
and women served in the U.S. Marine 
Corps. Of these, 500,000 served in South-
east Asia during the Vietnam War, with 

13,091 Marines killed and 88,594 wounded. During 
the conflict, Marines earned 57 Medals of Honor, 44 
posthumously. In duration and scale, the Vietnam 
conflict ranked amongst the largest in the history 
of the Marine Corps. Because of this, interest in the 
war is only natural and compounded by the conflict’s 
many controversies. Since 1968, the Marine Corps 
History Division has produced more than a score of 
studies on the conflict, telling the story of Marines in 
the Vietnam War. 

The foundation for studying the Marine Corps’ role 
in this conflict is the U.S. Marines in Vietnam series, 
the definitive official histories (sometimes referred 
to as the Green Books). This was a 20-year project, 
with the first work published in 1977, while the last 
work—The Defining Year, 1968—was published in 
1997. The chronological series includes nine volumes 
covering 26 years of Marine involvement in Vietnam. 
Each book in the series provides an operational nar-
rative of its period, along with appropriate appendi-
ces that include a chronology, command and staff 
lists, unit lists, Medal of Honor citations, and other 
material. Maintaining consistent quality and style for 
more than 20 years of scholarship is a daunting task. 
This series should be the first stop for anyone study-
ing the Marine Corps’ role in the Vietnam War.

In addition to operational narrative definitive his-

tories, the History Division produced several anthol-
ogies and monographs examining specific aspects of 
the Vietnam conflict. The division reprinted then-
Captain Francis J. “Bing” West Jr.’s Small Unit Action 
in Vietnam, Summer 1966 (first published in 1967) 
and a study of the battle of Khe Sanh (first published 
in 1969). Before the war ended, the History Division 
also produced two studies, published as historical 
monographs, written by Marine Reserve officers, 
who were scholars in their civilian lives. The officers 
studied Marine civic action and civil affairs in Viet-
nam during the late 1960s. In 1974, before work be-
gan on the definitive histories, the division published 
an anthology and annotated bibliography, highlight-
ing the best articles on Marines and Vietnam from 
publications such as the Marine Corps Gazette and 
the U.S. Naval Institute’s Proceedings. Later, as the 
definitive histories were being written, the branch 
produced two monographs covering the specialized 
histories of Marine military law and chaplains who 
served with Marines in Vietnam.

In the 1980s, the History Division published three 
occasional papers on Vietnam: Leadership Lessons 
and Remembrances from Vietnam; Bibliography on 
Khe Sanh USMC Participation; and Vietnam Revis-
ited: Conversation with William D. Broyles, Jr.* The 
Vietnam Revisited publication is the transcript of a 
1984 seminar discussion involving multiple History 
Division staff, journalists, and other Vietnam War 
veterans. The publication is remarkable for its can-
dor and the wide range of the discussion. In contrast, 
Leadership Lessons is a series of articles written by 
Lieutenant General Herman Nickerson Jr. in 1969–
70 while he was commanding general of III Marine 
Amphibious Force (III MAF). These articles had 
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previously been published in Sea Tiger, the weekly 
III MAF newspaper.

In 2009, the History Division published four more 
occasional papers on the Vietnam War. These includ-
ed a collection of primary source documents on the 
Vietnamese Marine Corps and its American Marine 
advisors, a short history of Marine advisors with the 
Vietnamese provincial reconnaissance units, a study 
of Operation Millpond, and a master’s thesis exam-
ining close air support during the battle of Khe Sanh. 

The Vietnam War was long and complicated. Ma-
rine participation spanned decades but was concen-
trated in the years from 1962 to 1975. As part of the 
U.S. Department of Defense observance of the 50th 
anniversary of the introduction of ground troops, 
the History Division is publishing a series of com-
memorative histories on the conflict. The Marines in 
the Vietnam War commemorative series are written 
by scholars and retired Marines on a variety of Viet-
nam War topics. The first of these works, The Path 
to War: U.S. Marine Corps Operations in Southeast 
Asia, 1961 to 1965 was published in 2014. Addi-
tional titles are in production, including a chronol-
ogy of the conflict illustrated with Marine combat 
art and histories of Con Thien, Operation Starlite, 
Operation Harvest Moon, Khe Sanh, Hue City, and 
the Special Landing Force. Other commemoratives 
are expected to be released during the course of the 
commemorative period. 

In addition to the commemorative histories, the 
History Division is publishing The Greene Papers: 
General Wallace M. Greene Jr. and the Escalation of 
the Vietnam War, January 1964–March 1965. Com-
piled and edited by Dr. Nicholas J. Schlosser, this re-
cently declassified trove of documents will provide 
fodder for historians on all aspects of the Vietnam 
War, especially those interested in the Corps’ contri-
butions and the inner workings of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff during the critical early stages of direct U.S. 
military involvement in the Vietnam War. 

The Vietnam War ended 40 years ago. Since the 
end of that conflict, the History Division has pro-
duced an impressive body of scholarly histories and 
documentary collections on this pivotal event in 
American history.* The war’s significance in the on-

going development of the Marine Corps demands 
such attention, and the ongoing commemorative se-
ries will ensure that the Vietnam War and the Corps’ 
role therein will be neither forgotten nor ignored. 

U.S. Marines in Vietnam Series
The Advisory & Combat Assistance Era, 1954–1964.
 Capt Robert H. Whitlow, USMCR. 1977. 1982
 reprint. 190 pp. 

The Landing and the Buildup, 1965. Jack Shulimson
 and Maj Charles M. Johnson, USMC. 1978.
 261 pp. 

An Expanding War, 1966. Jack Shulimson. 1982.
 390 pp. 

Fighting the North Vietnamese, 1967. Maj Gary L.
 Telfer, USMC, LtCol Lane Rogers, USMC, and
 V. Keith Fleming Jr. 1984. 338 pp. 

The Defining Year, 1968. Jack Shulimson, LtCol
 Leonard A. Blaisol, USMC, Charles R. Smith,
 and Capt David A. Dawson, USMC. 1997.
 805 pp. 

High Mobility and Standdown, 1969. Charles R. 
 Smith. 1988. 403 pp. 

Vietnamization and Redeployment, 1970–1971.
 Graham A. Cosmas and LtCol Terrence P.
 Murray, USMC. Maj William R. Melton, USMC,
 and Jack Shulimson, editors. 1986. 487 pp. 

The War That Would Not End, 1971–1973. Maj
 Charles D. Melson, USMC, and LtCol Curtis G.
 Arnold, USMC. 1991. 311 pp. 

The Bitter End, 1973–1975. Maj George R. Dunham, 
 USMC, and Col David A. Quinlan, USMC.
 1990. 315 pp. 

Monographs and Anthologies
Marines and Military Law in Vietnam: Trial by Fire.
 LtCol Gary D. Solis, USMC. 1989. 295 pp. 

The Marines in Vietnam, 1954–1973: An Anthology 
 and Annotated Bibliography. 1974. 1983
 reprint. 277 pp. 1985 rev. ed. 373 pp. 

* Marine Corps History Division books can be downloaded for free in PDF format at http://www.history.usmc.mil under the Publications link. The 
site also includes instructions for obtaining print versions of the publications. 
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Chaplains with Marines in Vietnam, 1962–1971.
 Cdr Herbert L. Bergsma, CHC, USN. 1985. 
 240 pp. 

U.S. Marine Corps Civil Affairs in I Corps,
 Republic of South Vietnam, April 1966–April
 1967. Capt William D. Parker, USMCR. 1970.
 131 pp. 

The Battle for Khe Sanh. Capt Moyers S. Shore,
 USMC. 1969. 1977 reprint. 203 pp. 

U.S. Marine Corps Civic Action Effort in Vietnam,
 March 1965–March 1966. Capt Russel H. 
 Stolfi, USMCR. 1968. 96 pp. 

Small Unit Action in Vietnam, Summer 1966. Capt
 Francis J. West Jr., USMCR. 1967. 1977
 reprint. 123 pp. 

Occasional Papers

Close Air Support and the Battle for Khe Sanh.
 LtCol Shawn P. Callahan, USMC. 2009. 179 pp. 

Marine Advisors With the Vietnamese Marine Corps.
 Charles D. Melson and Wanda J. Renfrow,
 compliers and editors. 2009. 188 pp. 

Operation Millpond: U.S. Marines in Thailand, 1961.
 Col George R. Hofmann Jr., USMC (Ret). 2009.
 36 pp. 

Marine Advisors With the Vietnamese Provincial
 Reconnaissance Units, 1966–1970. Col Andrew
 R. Finlayson, USMC (Ret). 2009. 72 pp. 

Leadership Lessons and Remembrances from
 Vietnam. LtGen Herman Nickerson Jr., USMC
 (Ret). 1988. 93 pp. 

Bibliography on Khe Sanh USMC Participation. Ray
 W. Stubbe, compiler. 1985. 54 pp.

Vietnam Revisited: Conversation with William D.
 Broyles, Jr. Col John G. Miller, USMC, editor.
 1984. 48 pp. 

Marines in the Vietnam War
Commemorative Series

The Path to War: U.S. Marine Corps Operations in
 Southeast Asia, 1961 to 1965. Col George R.
 Hofmann, USMC (Ret). 2014. 97 pp.

The First Fight: U.S. Marines in Operation Starlite,
 August 1965. Col Rod Andrew Jr., USMCR
 (forthcoming).

Operation Harvest Moon, December 1965. Dr.
 Nicholas J. Schlosser (forthcoming).

Marines in the Vietnam War: A Chronology. Paul W.
 Westermeyer (forthcoming).

Forthcoming Titles

The Greene Papers: General Wallace M. Greene Jr. 
 and the Escalation of The Vietnam War, January
 1964–March 1965. Dr. Nicholas J. Schlosser,
 editor (forthcoming).  s1775s



BOOK REVIEW

Defend and Befriend:
The U.S. Marine Corps and Combined
Action Platoons in Vietnam

Lieutenant Colonel Edward T. Nevgloski
Operations Officer, The Basic School
Marine Corps Base Quantico 

Defend and Befriend: The U.S. Marine Corps and 
Combined Action Platoons in Vietnam. By John 
Southard. (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 
2014. Pp. 232. $40.00 cloth, epub, and pdf.)

From 1965 to 1971, while U.S. Marine in-
fantry battalions and regiments waged 
large-unit operations against the Viet Cong 
and the North Vietnamese Army across the 

five northern-most provinces of South Vietnam, a 
smaller contingent of U.S. Marines waged a differ-
ent kind of war against Communist political and 
guerrilla cadres embedded within the villages and 
hamlets of South Vietnam’s I Corps. This was part 
experimentation and part lessons learned from past 
counterinsurgency experiences in Haiti, the Domini-
can Republic, and Nicaragua in the 1920s and 1930s. 
The U.S. Marine Corps recognized that winning the 
war in South Vietnam was as much about the peo-
ple as it was forcing elusive enemy formations into 
set-piece battles. Beginning in August 1965—not 
long after the III Marine Amphibious Force arrived 
in South Vietnam to begin its campaign to clear and 
hold the enclaves—overextended Marine battalions 
searched for a way to protect the gains made through 
small-unit civic actions and other population-centric 
counterinsurgency techniques. 

The challenge confronting these battalions was 
how to effectively distribute Marines across large 
swaths of land dotted with villages and hamlets—all 
under the observation, influence, or control of local 
Viet Cong elements. A plan to integrate Marine rifle 

squads with local 
South Vietnamese 
Popular Forces won 
out. In Defend and 
Befriend: The U.S. 
Marine Corps and 
Combined Action 
Platoons in Viet-
nam, John Southard 
provides a historical 
account and anal-
ysis of how this 
program and sub-
sequent combined 
action platoons (CAPs), originated and evolved to 
the point of being essential to winning the war, as 
many military officers believed.

Southard is not the first to write about the CAP 
and the “other war” that Marines fought in South 
Vietnam. Bing West first introduced the world to 
this innovative approach in his seminal book The 
Village (1972). In 1989, Michael E. Peterson wrote 
on CAP Marines in The Combined Action Platoons: 
The U.S. Marines’ Other War in Vietnam. Al Hem-
mingway described his time in a CAP in Our War 
Was Different: Marine Combined Action Platoons in 
Vietnam (1994), followed three years later by Barry 
L. Goodson’s CAP Mot: The Story of a Marine Spe-
cial Forces Unit in Vietnam, 1968–1969 (1997). Aside 
from Peterson, the authors wrote from firsthand 
experience as members or observers of the CAP. 
Southard, like Peterson, elected to write about the 
CAP because of its uniqueness but mostly due to its 
relevance to military operations at the time. Unlike 
the others, Southard’s book provides a useful analy-
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sis of the CAP concept and its inner workings, con-
sidering more than operational history or narrative. 
Southard considers the rarely discussed racial and 
cultural aspects associated with the war and the en-
vironment. 

A true academic study, Defend and Befriend offers a 
great depth of analysis with meticulous research, op-
erational statistics, and interviews, whereas authors 
of the previous books profited mainly from recount-
ing their own personal experiences and memories. 
This does not diminish the value of previous efforts 
to tell the CAP story. Rather, it strengthens each and 
provides more substantive perspective for students 
and veterans of the Vietnam War to evaluate and 
consider.

Southard’s first two chapters carefully and thor-
oughly examine the purpose and scope of the CAPs 
and how the program came to be. One chapter com-
pares CAPs with their perceived U.S. Army equiva-
lents, the Special Forces (SF) and Mobile Advisory 
Teams (MAT). Southard dispels the belief that CAPs 
are much like SF and MAT by highlighting their dif-
ferences in “length of tenure in Vietnam, the over-
all purpose of the units, their training, the military 
composition” to name a few (p. 33). The next few 
chapters detail how a Marine became a member of a 
CAP, his training and daily existence in a CAP with-
in a village or hamlet, the Popular Forces, and CAPs’ 
roles within III Marine Amphibious Force’s plans to 
clear and hold the enclaves and within overall U.S. 
military strategy in South Vietnam.

Of significant interest is Southard’s presenta-
tion of the two U.S. military strategies—search and 
destroy for the Army and the “hearts and mind” 
campaign waged by the Marines. In this, Southard 
revives the interservice rivalry that plagued the U.S. 
military during the war, one in which the Viet Cong 
and North Vietnamese politically exploited in South 

Vietnam and in the United States by way of the me-
dia. He recounts the historical perspectives of both 
Services and the events that led up to formation of 
the two strategies. Southard focuses on the principal 
figures including Army General William C. West-
moreland and Army Lieutenant General William 
E. DePuy—both opponents of the CAPs and the 
Marine Corps’ approach to the war—and Lieuten-
ant General Victor H. Krulak and General Lewis W. 
Walt. Southard recalls their positions on the CAPs, 
based on their experiences and appreciation for the 
war itself. He does not identify a single factor as to 
why the CAP program did not excel the way pro-
ponents of the program expected it to other than to 
note that it was a matter of differences in thinking 
between the Services on how best to approach the 
war and that the “war itself proved to be the chief 
instigator of the program’s demise” (p. 143).       

The author summarizes his and others’ assess-
ments of the program and what might have been 
had the U.S. military seriously invested in CAPs. 
This leads to a short discussion on the program’s use, 
or similar concepts, in future operations. Although 
subjective and speculative, which is common in an 
academic study of this magnitude, Southard raises 
several interesting issues worthy of discussion and 
should not be discounted, regardless of the accepted 
outcome of the war. His points are particularly inter-
esting and relevant as he considers the U.S. military’s 
most recent experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Defend and Befriend is a well-researched, histori-
cal, and academic study that deserves the attention 
of students and veterans of the Vietnam War. Not 
only has Southard produced a study that comple-
ments earlier works on the CAPs, he enhances the 
reader’s appreciation for one of the more dangerous, 
yet interesting and unique, missions of the Vietnam 
War.  s1775s



BOOK REVIEW

Da Nang Diary:
A Forward Air Controller’s
Gunsight View of Flying With SOG

Fred H. Allison
Oral Historian, History Division
Marine Corps University

Da Nang Diary: A Forward Air Controller’s Gun-
sight View of Flying With SOG.  By Tom Yarborough. 
(Havertown, PA: Casemate Publishers, 2013. Pp. 
376. $32.95 cloth.) 

U.S. Air Force Colonel Tom Yarborough 
(Ret) flew more than 600 combat mis-
sions in Vietnam (1970–71) as a forward 
air controller (airborne) (FAC[A]) in the 

North American OV-10 Bronco aircraft. In his book 
Da Nang Diary: A Forward Air Controller’s Gunsight 
View of Flying With SOG, Yarborough details his first 
combat tour as a pilot with Operation Prairie Fire. 
Prairie Fire was the code name for the joint, covert 
operations conducted by the Studies and Observation 
Group (SOG) unit, “the most clandestine U.S. mili-
tary unit to serve in the Vietnam War” (p. 9). Its roots 

can be traced to the 
World War II Office 
of Strategic Services 
(OSS). As a FAC(A), 
Yarborough directed 
air support for the 
SOG teams, con-
ducting reconnais-
sance and raid oper-
ations along the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail in 
Laos and Vietnam’s 
Demilitarized Zone. 

Yarborough uses 
his own extensive di-
ary from the era and 
audio recordings of cockpit communications as source 
material. Originally published in 1991, the book’s lat-
est version (published in 2013) also includes recently 
declassified information on SOG operations. The new 
sources and the author’s writing give an authentic feel 
to the narrative and accomplishes Yarborough’s goal 
of an “investigation of my personal experiences as a 
vehicle for examining the extraordinary events sur-
rounding . . . SOG” (p. 9).  

The book is not overly aviation centric and, there-
fore, most readers will be able to understand the 
narrative. Yarborough handles the combat action 
account well and gives a sensitive and thoughtful 
treatment of the interpersonal relationships extant 
in the close-knit squadron at Da Nang, which in-
cluded nonaviator U.S. Army Special Forces soldiers 
who rode the OV-10 as observers. Yarborough also 
recounts off-duty, leave, and rest and relaxation ac-
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tivities that often included the heavy drinking and 
rowdy behavior that was part of Vietnam aviators’ 
“play hard, fly hard” mentality—something that 
sharply contrasts with the current social climate in 
the military. 

The book reiterates the utility of aviation in the 
ground combat equation. With aircraft overhead, 
the SOG teams enhanced situational awareness and 
assured that tremendous firepower and rescue and 
evacuation resources were available to troops, if 
necessary. The enemy’s capabilities conversely were 
restricted and their options limited. The North Viet-
namese were forced to remain hidden, meaning they 
could not act with boldness or in mass for fear of be-
ing detected and attacked. They were forced into the 
shadows and the sanctuary of night. 

As a result of this dynamic, according to Yarbor-
ough, an air-ground bond was established by the close 
air support mission. Pilots flying air support—wheth-
er they were FAC(A)s, strike pilots, helicopter gun-

ship crews, or transport flyers—pulled out the stops 
to help their fellow warriors engaged in ground com-
bat. An affinity developed for the troops supported. 
Yarborough expresses this sentiment in a diary entry 
he made at the end of his first combat tour: “I seem 
to have found, as incomprehensible as it may seem, 
more pure love in Vietnam than in any other place 
I have ever lived or visited. . . . I am proud to count 
these warrior-friends as my knights in shining ar-
mor—forever the quintessential heroes of my memo-
ry . . . and I would rather die than let them down” (pp. 
330–31). Indeed, does this not express the air-ground 
bond institutionalized by the Marine Corps?  

This book should be recommended reading for 
active military members and those interested in a 
fast-paced and revealing account of a little-known 
aspect of the Vietnam air war. The reader can learn a 
great deal about special operations in Vietnam from 
the perspective of an aviator who went to battle with 
them.  s1775s



BOOK REVIEW

Al Gray, Marine:
The Early Years, 1950  –1967, Vol.1

Charles D. Melson
Chief Historian, History Division
Marine Corps University

Al Gray, Marine: The Early Years, 1950–1967, Vol. 1. 
By Scott Laidig (Arlington, VA: Potomac Institute 
Press, 2012. Pp. 440. $29.95 cloth; $19.95 paperback.)

General Alfred M. Gray, 29th Comman-
dant of the U.S. Marine Corps, is best 
known for serving during a critical time 
in the Corps’ history—the 1990–91 Gulf 

War. However, he also participated in the Korean 
and Vietnam conflicts of the Cold War. Scott Laidig’s 
biography on Gray explores the experience of those 
two wars and how they shaped “Al” Gray’s back-
ground for his final assignment. In Al Gray, Marine: 
The Early Years, 1950–1967, Laidig looks at Gray’s 
roles as an artilleryman, infantryman, communica-
tor, and cyberwarrior. The focus of this review is the 
five chapters that focus on Gray’s early Vietnam ex-
periences (176 pages of the book). 

As a captain at Headquarters Marine Corps in 
1961, Gray was instrumental in sending Marines 
to South Vietnam in support of signals intelligence 
activities with the U.S. Army Security Agency at Plei-

ku in the II Corps 
Tactical Zone and 
later to Phu Bai in 
I Corps. Gray also 
took part in the 1962 
Cuban missile crisis 
and negotiated Pen-
tagon politics and 
in-country tactical 
realities before leav-
ing Headquarters for 
Vietnam in 1964. He 
joined the so-called 
Marine Detachment 
Advisory Team One 
from the 1st Composite Radio Company (the pre-
decessor of the 1st Radio Battalion) along with an 
infantry detachment from 3d Marines, which be-
came the initial Marine Corps ground force to arrive 
since air units did not arrive until 1962. Their mission 
was to monitor Communist infiltration along the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail from an isolated location in northeast 
South Vietnam, Tiger Tooth Mountain (Dong Voi 
Mep), and then farther south at Dong Bach Ma.  

In 1965, even with a hazardous duty restriction 
due to his intelligence background, then-Major Gray 
served in South Vietnam with the 12th Marines as 
the artillery regiment’s communications officer, a fire 
direction officer, and then regimental operations of-
ficer. By 1966, 3d Marine Division and 12th Marines 
moved to the demilitarized zone in the north. As the 
Marines moved closer in 1967, the North Vietnam-
ese responded with heavy artillery and rocket fire. 
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The artillery of III Marine Amphibious Force (III 
MAF) fired about 281,110 rounds along the demili-
tarized zone against 42,190 incoming rounds from 
the North Vietnamese Army. This created a com-
mand for Gray, a composite Marine Corps and U.S. 
Army artillery battalion that was part of the fire-
power attrition slugfest. The composite artillery bat-
talion had a mix of tubes, tanks, antitank, direction 
finding, and aeroscout aircraft at Firebase Gio Linh. 
As noted in the official history, some batteries were 
minibattalions, and some battalions were miniregi-
ments with a mix of weapons types and calibers.   

Despite Gray’s combat arms assignment, III MAF 
still sought Gray’s intelligence insights. This led Ma-
jor Gray back to the war with signals intelligence 
and the radio battalion in 1967. Volume one ends 
with personal and professional recognition for Gray, 
who earned a Silver Star for heroism and was part 
of the 1st Radio Battalion, which received the Na-
tional Security Agency’s Travis Trophy for best ser-
vice cryptologic unit of the year. Lieutenant Colonel 
Gray’s subsequent experiences in Vietnam between 
1968 and 1975 are set to appear in a second volume 
of work.

For the first volume of this biography, Laidig uses 
a combination of oral memoir and a life-and-times 

approach. The switch from the personal to the objec-
tive may make it an uneven read. The length rather 
than the subject matter likely led to the narrative 
ending with several more years of fighting to go be-
fore the 1971 departure of the III MAF. Even so, the 
book is interesting and insightful for the Vietnam 
period (1961–67) while Gray was still a captain and 
then a major.   

For this volume, the Marine Corps Heritage 
Foundation awarded Laidig the Colonel Joseph 
Alexander Award for a distinguished book of bio-
graphical literature. The foreword and preface were 
written by General Anthony C. Zinni (Ret) and Pro-
fessor John F. Guilmartin Jr., respectively. The book 
also includes blurbs from former Senator James H. 
Webb Jr. and retired Generals James L. Jones and 
James T. Conway. Laidig was also a Marine, serv-
ing during both the Cold War and Vietnam. Shap-
ing his view of the subject, these experiences bring 
a personal interest to bear on the narrative. This was 
Laidig’s first published book, with a second volume 
expected to carry the story forward. Despite expert 
advice on the project, more developmental editing 
was needed to integrate the personal with the his-
torical perspectives. In present form, the narrative 
was awkward. s1775s



Underdogs: The Making of the Modern Marine Corps. 
By Aaron B. O’Connell. (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2012. Pp. 400. $29.95 cloth.)

Aaron O’Connell’s Underdogs is at once 
fascinating and compelling, as well as 
frustrating and conflicting. He attempts to 
show how and why the U.S. Marine Corps 

became “modern” in the years between 1940 and 1965. 
He defines this term in an endnote in his introduction: 
“I use the word ‘modern’ generically here, meaning 
the present-day Marine Corps. The principal charac-
teristics of the Corps today are its force-in-readiness 
mission, its aggressive public relations infrastructure, 
its deep-seated political influence, and its elite posi-
tion in American society” (p. 284). O’Connell believes 
that these characteristics grew out of the Marines’ 
experiences in World War II, and became deeply en-
trenched during the early Cold War.  For O’Connell, 
the pre-World War II Marine Corps either displayed 
no aspects of the narrowly defined characteristics of 
modernity, or they were so underdeveloped as to war-
rant no discussion in this book. At times, the reader 
may be left with the impression that the pre-1940 Ma-
rine Corps is hardly worthy of study.

O’Connell sets out to make three major points.  First, 
between 1940 and 1965, Marines saw themselves dif-
ferently from the other Armed Services.  Deep lines of 
division were created by the Corps between the other 
Services, the American public, and itself. Insular-
ity and mistrust combined with exceptionalism and 

self-promotion were 
manufactured by 
mid- to senior-level 
officers to ensure the 
Marine Corps’ ex-
istence. To this end, 
the Corps sought 
to make itself more 
appealing to the 
public, recruits, and 
active-duty Marines 
through a compel-
ling public relations 
narrative that tout-
ed their elite status. 
Second, this sense of 
exceptionalism originated in World War II and grew 
stronger over the two succeeding decades. Indeed, for 
O’Connell, this produced a uniquely “Marine” culture. 
That self-created, self-imposed culture buttressed the 
Corps from such external threats as military unifica-
tion and nuclear weapons-focused national security 
strategies, as well as from such internal problems 
as alcohol abuse and domestic violence that threat-
ened that elite public image. Third, Marines’ unique 
culture helped the Corps grow more influential in 
the United States military establishment over time. 
Marines portrayed themselves as the nation’s only 
legitimate force-in-readiness, able to complete any 
combat, peacekeeping, or humanitarian operation. 
Their influence, according to the author, extended 
beyond the military sphere and into American poli-
tics and society, where the Corps enjoyed supporters 
that were both powerful and numerous. As a paral-
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lel theme throughout the work, O’Connell seeks to 
debunk several Marine Corps myths by highlighting 
the realities behind those myths that were sometimes 
repulsive.

The book’s title “underdogs” fits the author’s pur-
pose well because he sees the Marine Corps in a 
perpetual state of conflict, fighting enemies that were 
sometimes real and sometimes imagined. There is a 
certain amount of credibility to this institutionalized 
paranoia among Marines. Their struggles against 
undisciplined recruits, unhappy parents, unsupport-
ive politicians, and bitter sister Services were, in fact, 
real. To substantiate his major points, O’Connell ex-
plores how culture functioned in the Corps. His use 
of the term “culture” takes on many forms by refer-
ring to organizational structures, ideological default 
settings, and motivational mythologies. In so doing, 
O’Connell draws on works by T. J. Jackson Lears, 
Michael G. Kammen, Michel Foucault, Clifford J. 
Geertz, Warren I. Susman, and Benedict Anderson.  
Among military historians who deal with cultural 
studies, O’Connell cites books by Craig M. Camer-
on, John A. Lynn II, and Martin L. van Creveld.

Underdogs takes the reader through a part-chro-
nology, part-thematic examination of the cultural 
history of the Marine Corps.  The first two chapters 
examine the Corps in World War II where, accord-
ing to O’Connell, the war established the “modern” 
Marine Corps as the nation’s amphibious force of 
closely-knit, ferocious, elite warriors. A new recruit 
left his civilian world and endured an often painful 
process to become a “marine” in basic training.  The 
recruit becomes entrenched in the belief that the 
Marine Corps was different from and better than the 
U.S. Army. Proceeding temporally, the author next 
examines combat operations during the Pacific War.  
He focuses on Wake Island and Guadalcanal as two 
emblematic experiences that shaped the Marines’ 
sense of self and public image. For O’Connell, these 
battles in 1941 and 1942 marked the beginning of the 
Corps’ incredibly effective publicity machine, which 
was run at the time by Brigadier General Robert L. 
Denig and supported by active-duty Marine combat 
correspondents.

In the third chapter, O’Connell delves into the 
Marines’ efforts to fend off military unification in 
the late 1940s. For this reviewer, chapter 3 stands as 
the most intriguing part of the book. It covers the 

attempts of the “Chowder Society,” composed of 
active-duty, retired, and veteran Marines, to fend 
off attempts to fold the Marine Corps into a single 
American military Service. This unofficial group in-
cluded the likes of Robert Debs Heinl, Merritt “Red 
Mike” Edson, Victor “Brute” Krulak, and Gerald C. 
Thomas. The author ably tells how these Marines 
worked legally and sometimes illegally to generate 
support for their Corps among the American people 
and especially their senators and representatives in 
Congress. The Chowder Society used rhetoric that 
painted the Corps as not only the force-in-readiness 
in an uncertain future, but also as the necessary bul-
wark against possible tyranny of a completely unified 
military establishment.

O’Connell then turns to the early Cold War and 
the Korean War in his fourth and fifth chapters. He 
offers useful commentary on how and why most 
Americans and most American military personnel 
chose to forget the Korean War. They did not view 
this conflict as an American victory, and they found 
the nation’s limited warmaking during the Cold War 
to be uncomfortable. Marines, however, did not see 
Korea as a defeat. Conversely, they appropriated the 
battlefield heroics from the Chosin Reservoir and 
the Inchon landing to bolster the Corps as a war-
rior elite and premier amphibious assault force. The 
Marines did not concern themselves with the issues 
of nuclear strategy. Instead they focused on prepar-
ing themselves to be a versatile force-in-readiness 
as envisioned in the Marine Air-Ground Task Force 
(MAGTF), which is still in existence today. As the 
foundational warfighting unit of the Marine Corps, 
the MAGTF, as an organizational structure, gives the 
Marine commander control of ground, aviation, and 
logistical components necessary to accomplish far-
ranging missions from humanitarian operations to 
full-scale war. Following this discussion, O’Connell 
moves to a different topic—the 1950s on the home 
front during and after the Korean War—and analyz-
es several examples of poor discipline, rude behavior, 
violence, and alcohol abuse by Marines. Signifi-
cantly, the author accurately links the physical and 
alcohol abuse. In addition, he properly spotlights 
the untold thousands of Marines who suffered from 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other in-
visible wounds cause by brutal combat in World War 
II and the Korean conflict. 
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O’Connell’s conclusion also serves as an epilogue. 
He extends the Corps’ underdog mentality to the 
twenty-first century after briefly looking at the Ma-
rine Corps in the Vietnam War and more recent 
conflicts. He tries to connect public relations, force-
in-readiness, and other topics covered in World War 
II and the early Cold War with the contemporary 
Marine Corps.  

While there are commendable sections of 
O’Connell’s Underdogs, several others raise seri-
ous questions regarding definitions, time periods, 
arguments, and sources in this book. First, what 
is meant by the book’s subtitle The Making of the 
Modern Marine Corps?  O’Connell’s answer is not ef-
fectively substantiated in its pages, in part, because 
he is too selective in examples and evidence, ignor-
ing divergent perspectives that may problematize or 
altogether discredit his thesis. As such, the author 
comes close to making teleological arguments, be-
cause his arguments and conclusion are informed so 
conspicuously by a contemporary view of the Corps, 
rather than by careful theoretical and historiograph-
ical examinations of the past in context.  

The breakdown of time periods in this work is 
flawed. Did the Marine Corps only start looking 
“modern” at the end of the interwar years? Was the 
Corps never seen as elite or as a flexible fighting force 
before 1940? Are readers to believe that the Marine 
Corps had no well-conceived public relations cam-
paigns before World War II? O’Connell devotes only 
a few pages and several notes to the four decades of 
Marine Corps history before that conflict. He offers 
no detailed coverage of such iconic battles as Belleau 
Wood, Château-Thierry, and the Argonne in World 
War I; nor does he analyze the profound impacts of 
the Great War’s memory on the Corps over the last 
century. Many World War I veterans went on to be-
come senior Marine leaders in the interwar years, 
World War II, the Korean War, and the Cold War. Is 
it unreasonable to think, as O’Connell asserts, that 
Marines’ experiences in World War I and the in-
terwar years had profound effects on their actions 
during World War II and thereafter? Major General 
John A. Lejeune, for example, recognized the value 
of France’s modern staff organization during World 
War I. Later, as Commandant of the Marine Corps, 
Lejeune instituted similar structure reforms in the 
1920s. His contributions began the modernization 

process, which was continued by John H. Russell, 
Thomas Holcomb, and others. 

Elsewhere, O’Connell does not account for the 
roots of Marine Corps’ amphibious doctrine that he 
argues establishes the Service as unique and elite.  
The operational successes of World War II can be 
traced back to Earl H. “Pete” Ellis in the 1920s, if 
not to the Marine Corps advanced base force of the 
pre-World War I era. Ellis and others like him were 
forward-looking and modern in their amphibious 
doctrines. Later, Ben H. Fuller, John Russell, and 
subsequent Commandants of Marine Corps spurred 
the development of the Corps’ amphibious doctrines 
and capabilities throughout the 1930s. The collective 
efforts culminated in the Tentative Landing Opera-
tions Manual (1934) and the Tentative Manual for 
Defense of Advanced Bases (1936), all of which were 
compiled at the Marine Corps Schools in Quantico, 
Virginia, and codified into Marine doctrine years 
before World War II.

Additionally, the author provides no in-depth cov-
erage of the thousands of Marines serving in Latin 
America, or the effects of their deployments on the 
Corps’ public image as the Service that is “First to 
Fight.” Most of the Corps’ future senior leaders spent 
time fighting these so-called “Banana Wars” in the 
early twentieth century. These constitute significant 
cultural forces that they felt later in their careers and 
that helped shape beliefs about the Corps, its future 
missions, and its place within the American armed 
forces and the nation. In addition, lessons learned 
and doctrines for fighting counterinsurgencies were 
eventually compiled in the Small Wars Manual 
(1935, 1940). This manual’s insights into insurgen-
cy, techniques for fighting counterinsurgencies, and 
tactics for overcoming terrain and elusive enemies 
have reverberated through the decades and affected 
recent American counterinsurgency efforts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

Adding to the difficulties associated with clumsy 
definitions and blurry timeframes are holes in his-
toriography. In his preface completed in May 2011, 
O’Connell explains that he wrote chapters between 
2002 and 2010. It is unclear, however, why there are 
no citations to many important pre-2010 works that 
may or may not contest his conclusions. Several other 
historians have recently wrestled with what consti-
tuted “modern”-ness in Marine Corps’ publicity and 
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symbolism, including Heather Pace Marshall’s dis-
sertation “‘It Means Something These Days to be a 
Marine’: Image, Identity, and Mission in the Marine 
Corps, 1861–1918” (2010) and Colin M. Colbourn’s 
thesis “Esprit de Marine Corps: The Making of the 
Modern Marine Corps through Public Relations, 
1898–1929” (2009). Additional perspectives on pub-
licity can be drawn from Gary L. Rutledge’s thesis 
“The Rhetoric of United States Marine Corps En-
listment Recruitment” (1975); and broader context 
can be found in Daniel Pope’s The Making of Mod-
ern Advertising (1983). Beyond the study of public 
relations, O’Connell makes no mention of the Corps’ 
amphibious development as explored in Timothy 
Moy’s War Machines: Transforming Technologies in 
the U.S. Military, 1920–1940 (2001), among several 
other works. Although these authors may differ on 
dates and definitions, they assert that facets of a 
decades-long evolution toward a modern Marine 
Corps actually culminated in the Service that fought 
World War II and the Cold War.  

There are several other relevant secondary sources 
missing from O’Connell’s endnotes. In sections de-
voted to the Marines on Wake Island in December 
1941, there are no citations for Gregory J. W. Urwin’s 
Facing Fearful Odds: The Siege of Wake Island (1997) 
or Robert J. Cressman’s “A Magnificent Fight”: The 
Battle for Wake Island (1995). These books would 
have bolstered O’Connell’s legitimate point about 
the great value of Wake Island to Marine publicity 
and American morale early in World War II. Simi-
larly, Richard B. Frank’s Guadalcanal: The Definitive 
Account of the Landmark Battle (1990) and Stan-
ley Coleman Jersey’s Hell’s Island: The Untold Story 
of Guadalcanal (2007) are absent from the author’s 
endnotes. O’Connell also does not deal in sufficient 
depth with the historiography of when, how, and 
why the MAGTF concept emerged.  

It is worth noting that Underdogs contains no bib-
liography. This made evaluating the book’s research 
a cumbersome process. However, the backmatter 
content may have been a decision made by Harvard 
University Press and thus beyond the author’s control. 

Still more lapses can be seen in primary sources.  
O’Connell draws on more than 20 collections at 
the National Archives in College Park, Maryland, 
and more than 25 collections at the Marine Corps 

University in Quantico, Virginia. He also makes use 
of several oral history interviews, two of which he 
conducted with veterans and their families in 2007 
and 2008. Unfortunately, these research efforts do 
not provide a preponderance of evidence for some 
of his key arguments about cultural history. Addi-
tional testimony is available in the Marine Corps 
University Archives’ several hundred oral history 
transcriptions and personal paper collections of Ma-
rines serving between 1940 and 1965. Regardless, 
the author also does not filter the few interviews in 
this book through the lenses of memory studies and 
oral history methodology, both of which have well-
established and sophisticated processes to interpret 
interviews. It is all the more important to include 
these processes of evaluating interview when dealing 
with incredibly delicate issues like PTSD and alcohol 
abuse.

Inadequate documentation ultimately leads to 
unfounded arguments. For example, in chapter 5 on 
the Marine Corps in the 1950s, O’Connell states that, 
“The Corps’ loudest supporters were primarily men; 
opposition came most often from women” (p. 189).  
This quote relates to the Ribbon Creek incident and 
alcohol abuse, the second such example that, ac-
cording to the author, correctly represented and 
remains a major problem for Marines. In early 1956, 
an intoxicated Marine drill instructor took some 
recruits on an unsanctioned night march through 
swamps, where six of them died in an accident. This 
shocking event caused negative publicity that doubt-
lessly tainted opinions of some American men and 
women. Illuminating the dark side of Marine Corps 
culture seems reasonable, especially when that insti-
tution so carefully crafts its image for its members 
and the public at large. However, O’Connell provides 
no statistical evidence to justify this statement about 
the Corps’ varying support among men and women 
in the 1950s. There are several other instances where 
the author makes sweeping claims without adequate 
primary or secondary source evidence.

In closing, Aaron O’Connell offers important ob-
servations about Marine Corps history, especially 
relating to the activities of the “Chowder Society.” 
Nevertheless, weaknesses in breadth and depth of 
his research and in selection of his evidence under-
mine other arguments in Underdogs. s1775s 



84      MCH  Vol. 1,  No. 1

U.S. Marines in Afghanistan, 2001–2009
Anthology and
Annotated Bibliography
Major David W. Kummer

This anthology and bibliography pres-
ents a collection of 37 articles, in-

terviews, and speeches describing many 
aspects of the U.S. Marine Corps partici-
pation in Operation Enduring Freedom 
from 2001 to 2009. This History Division 
publication is intended to serve as a gen-
eral overview and provisional reference 
to inform both Marines and the general 
public until monographs dealing with 
major Marine Corps operations during 
the campaign can be completed. The ac-
companying annotated bibliography pro-
vides a detailed look at selected sources 
that currently exist until new scholarship 
and archival materials become available.

Marine Corps History Division is actively searching for con-
tributors to Marine Corps History (MCH). MCH is a scholarly, 

military history periodical published twice a year (Summer and 
Winter). Our focus is on all aspects of the Corps’ history, culture, 
and doctrine. Articles should be no less than 4,000 words and foot-
noted according to Chicago Manual of Style. For more information 
about submitting an article or writing a book review, please email 
history.division@usmc.mil with the subject line of “Marine Corps 
History Submission.”
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The History Division is moving!
History Division will be moving to the Simmons Marine Corps History Center, part of the Marine Corps Uni-
versity. The new state-of-the-art wing will bring together all of the Marine Corps University schools into one 
unit. The structure will offer many new features and amenities for the student body, faculty, and staff at Marine 
Corps Base Quantico.

New History Division Publication!
U.S. Marines and Irregular Warfare
Training and Education, 2000–2010
Dr. Nicholas J. Schlosser
U.S. Marines and Irregular Warfare covers 
a period of considerable intellectual activ-
ity for the U.S. Marine Corps. The initial 
fighting during the Iraq and Afghanistan 
Wars convinced many Marine leaders 
that it needed to strengthen and enhance 
how it trained and educated Marines 
in counterinsurgency (COIN) opera-
tions. This book recounts the work of 
Marines and educators in the field and 
at home at Marine Corps Base Quanti-
co, Virginia, and at Marine Corps Air 
Ground Combat Center, Twentynine 
Palms, California.

The Path to War
U.S. Marine Corps Operations in Southeast Asia, 1961 to 1965
Colonel George R. Hoffmann Jr. (Ret)
Book one of this commemo-
rative series documents the 
activities of the U.S. Marine 
Corps in Southeast Asia from 
January 1961 to March 1965, 
during which time Marines 
saw increased involvement in 
the region as they served to 
protect American interests. 
While individual Marines saw 
duty as early as 1954 with the 
U.S. Military Assistance Ad-
visory Group in Saigon, the 
first operational unit of 300 
Marines from Marine Air Base Squadron 16 was deployed to 
Udorn, Thailand, in March 1961 to provide aircraft mainte-
nance and flight-line support for Air America.

The United States Marine Corps
in the World War
Major Edwin N. McClellan
The United States Marine Corps 
in the World War provides suc-
cinct, factual, and historical in-
formation on the Marine Corps 
during the First World War. 
Published initially in 1920 as the 
first book from the newly created 
Historical Section of the Marine 
Corps, Major Edwin N. McClel-
lan’s history of Marines in the 
first global war has stood the test 
of time with its statistical and 
concise details of the growth, 
activities, and combat exploits of 
Marines. During the 50th anni-
versary of the First World War, History Division provides an 
updated version that accounts for more accurate casualty num-
bers. In honor of the centennial of the First World War, this 
expanded version now includes short biographical sketches on 
key Marine Corps leaders in the war and photographs within 
the text. This reprint of McClellan’s seminal work is the first in 
a series commemorating Marines in the war.

The First Fight
U.S. Marines in Operation Starlite, August 1965
Colonel Rod Andrew Jr., U.S. Marine Corps Reserve
Operation Starlite, as 
the Marines called it, 
took place on the Van 
Tuong Peninsula, about 
10 miles south of the 
Marine base at Chu Lai.  
In the short term, the 
tactical victory won by 
the Marines validated 
such operational con-
cepts as vertical envel-
opment, amphibious 
assault, and combined 
arms that had not been 
put into practice on a large scale since the Korean War. 
It proved that Marine ground troops and their junior of-
ficers and noncommissioned officers, as well as Marine 
aviators, were just as tough and reliable as their forebears 
who had fought in World War II and Korea. In the long 
term, Starlite foreshadowed the American military’s 
commitment to conventional warfare in Vietnam and 
showed how difficult it would be to defeat Communist 
forces in South Vietnam.

The U.S. Marine Corps in the First World War
Anthology, Selected Bibliography, and Annotated Order
of Battle
Annette D. Amerman  
The aim of this collection 
of articles is to give readers 
the broad historical strokes 
to U.S. Marine Corps par-
ticipation in World War 
I, as well as to show that 
the Corps’ contribution to 
the war effort was not lim-
ited to the 4th Marine Bri-
gade. World War I created 
the modern-day Marine 
Corps; an adaptive force-
in-readiness even when 
seemingly relegated to ship and barracks duty.
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