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My most vivid memory of this hectic 
period entails the D-4, Ran[dolph M.] 
Pate, sitting hunched over a desk in 
a small, leaky shack working 18–20-
hour days on cargo manifests while 
troops a few yards away forcibly and 
in unmistakable terms defied the sci-
ence of logistics.1 

~ MajGen Alexander A. Vandegrift

1 Alexander A. Vandegrift, Once a Marine: The Memoirs of General A. A. Van-
degrift, United States Marine Corps (New York: W. W. Norton, 1964), 113–14.
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I think all hands felt that they had 
done the best they could with what 
they had and the outcome was in the 
hands of God.2 

~ LtCol Merrill B. Twining

Introduction

Like most other functions in warfare, logistics 
requires a blend of art and science. In its scien-
tific form, logistics is absolutely precise, con-

ducted using specific calculations that today are aided 
by spreadsheets and computer software. Its flawless 
data is not hindered by friction or failure. As an art, 
logistics is messy and requires behind-the-scenes ef-
fort that is constantly mired by the realities of a world 

2 Merrill B. Twining, No Bended Knee: The Battle for Guadalcanal—The 
Memoir of Gen. Merrill B. Twining USMC (Ret.), ed. Neil G. Carey (Novato, 
CA: Presidio, 1996), 47.
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full of friction. Its implementation is dependent on 
fallible people. Those who practice this craft are all 
too familiar with their work being strongly criticized 
when it fails. They prefer instead to quietly enjoy the 
resounding silence that comes with a job well-done. 
The logisticians during the battle for Guadalcanal 
were all too familiar with the burden of always being 
the culprit. During their battle, the logistical science 
predicted failure. Forced to carry on, they were marked 
as scapegoats. Despite this, their exhaustive efforts 
paint a masterpiece of logistics that can only be fully 
appreciated by those who have felt their afflictions.

Beginning in August 1942, the U.S. Navy and 
Marine Corps, with support from the U.S. Army, ex-
ecuted Operation Watchtower in the Solomon Islands 
as the first major Allied offensive in World War II. 
Primarily waged on Guadalcanal, a malaria-infested, 
jungle-covered island in the South Pacific, victory was 
far from certain. While the Imperial Japanese Navy 
was at the peak of its power, the United States fought 
this battle using outdated equipment, long before 
the unstoppable force of American industrial might 
tipped the scales. Triggered by an aggressive response 
to Japanese expansion in the South Pacific, the Navy 
and Marine Corps had little time to plan and prepare, 
operating at the end of a long and nearly depleted line 
of logistics. As a result, the Marines endured horri-
ble conditions on the island while the Navy suffered 
astonishing losses at sea. As this attritional struggle 
consumed more personnel, equipment, and supplies, 
both sides came to understand that whoever brought 
in more stuff would win. Disadvantaged by overex-
tended supply lines and hastily improvised logistical 
procedures, the United States’ lack of superiority in 
this battle caused many to doubt. From its inception 
and throughout its execution, Operation Watchtower 
became known for its shoestring logistics.3 However, 

3 Maj John L. Zimmerman, The Guadalcanal Campaign (Washington, 
DC: Historical Division, Headquarters Marine Corps, 1949); Richard 
B. Frank, Guadalcanal: The Definitive Account of the Landmark Battle (New 
York: Penguin, 1990), 277; and James D. Hornfischer, Neptune’s Inferno: 
The U.S. Navy at Guadalcanal (New York: Bantam Books, 2012), 23, 26. 
Zimmerman’s is a monograph focused on “factual narratives of the ma-
jor operations” that carefully avoids sharp criticism and instead high-
lights this battle as the turning point of the war.

instead of catastrophe, something prevented this thin 
line of logistics from failing. 

What prevented logistical failure that ultimate-
ly led to success at Guadalcanal? Unlike many of the 
subsequent amphibious operations fought throughout 
the Pacific island-hopping campaign of World War 
II, Guadalcanal was fought against a superior ene-
my using outdated equipment and limited supplies. 
Therefore, the answer cannot be American industrial 
might, as its full impact came much later. Further-
more, although relevant to the larger historiography 
of the battle, the logistical failures of the Japanese are 
not the focal point of this question. Instead, the an-
swer explores how the Marine Corps artistically mud-
dled through this battle, focused on their actions and 
support they received that prevented logistical failure 
and capitalized on the narrow margins that enabled 
victory. 

Just-enough-throughput operations at critical 
times and in crucial locations prevented logistical 
failure during Operation Watchtower. First, the her-
culean effort of combat loading operations conducted 
in deplorable conditions in Wellington, New Zealand, 
provided 1st Marine Division with just enough to en-
sure success during the darkest and most trying days 
at the outset of the operation. Second, 1st Pioneer Bat-
talion’s improved beach operations throughout the 
latter phases of the conflict ensured efficient through-
put of equipment and supplies. Third, and finally, the 
Joint port operations in November and December in 
Noumea, New Caledonia, unclogged the South Pa-
cific Area’s massive logistics bottleneck necessary to 
achieving victory. While none of these throughput 
operations went perfectly, they withstood the trials 
of combat and did just enough to prevent failure and 
eventually lead to success. 

To make this argument, it is necessary to con-
duct a historiographical review, examining the rich 
history and numerous perspectives of this battle. 
Then, it is important to establish a baseline to provide 
context for the Marine Corps’ manning, training, and 
equipping, or lack thereof, prior to World War II. We 
then must examine the limitations placed on those 
executing the operation, using an ever-narrowing  



	 WINTER 2025/26       7

lens beginning at the strategic level and focusing 
down to the tactical level, from where the Marines 
emerge with just enough to live, survive, and eventu-
ally thrive. Conclusions and lessons learned at each 
of these crucial throughput nodes strengthened logis-
tical throughput planning for future amphibious op-
erations during World War II and provide long-term 
practical applications that still have value today. 

Historiography
Contrary to its successful outcome, the rich histori-
ography of Guadalcanal paints a gloomy picture full 
of suffering, failure, and shame. The inter-Service ri-
valries and finger-pointing that were common during 
and after the war are apparent in the historical record. 
Due to the circumstances and sense of despair that 
prevailed throughout much of the prolonged battle, 
the historiography of Guadalcanal as a whole tends to 
focus on leadership and strategic failures while pro-
moting individual acts of heroism and valor. Differing 
accounts in the historical narrative tend to sensation-
alize facts for the purpose of outward blame and self-
preservation. This approach extends the shoestring 
narrative that amplifies logistical failures instead of 
searching for the explanation of their contributions to 
victory. While authors do not necessarily take a spe-
cific stance, the typical perspectives woven through 
the historical record over time tend to focus on the 
Marine Corps, Navy, and Army indictments against 
one another. 

Always first to fight, the Marine Corps’ writ-
ten accusations began in 1951 with Jeter A. Isely and 
Philip A. Crowl’s U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare.4 
This account blames the Navy for rapidly departing 
the area and abandoning the Marines to fight on 
their own after successfully disembarking only half 
of their essential supplies. Sponsored by the Marine 
Corps with approval from the Secretary of the Navy, 
this volume provides extensive and sharp criticisms 
of the Navy’s lack of preparedness and understanding 

4 Jeter A. Isely and Philip A. Crowl, U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare: 
Its Theory, and Its Practice in the Pacific (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2015). In 1949, the Marine Corps published its fifth volume of 
operational histories of World War II. 

of amphibious operations prior to Guadalcanal and 
simultaneously praises the Corps for its initiative in 
the development of this important doctrine.5 Ampli-
fied by the publication of Major General Alexander 
A. Vandegrift’s memoirs 13 years later, Marine accusa-
tions aim directly at Vice Admiral Frank J. Fletcher 
for his autonomous decision to withdraw the carriers 
earlier than planned and well short of the time needed 
to offload all of the Marines’ supplies. Caught in the 
blast radius, Rear Admiral Richmond K. Turner is 
charged for his reluctance to forego the tactical em-
ployment of 1st Marine Division during the amphibi-
ous assault, which contributed to the lack of manpower 
available on shore.6 Half a century after the war, Van-
degrift’s operations officer, Lieutenant Colonel Mer-
rill B. Twining, felt compelled to offer his side of the 
story, feeling that Marine actions in the battle had 
not “received the detailed evaluative treatment they 
deserve.”7 His memoirs offer exceptional detail aided 
by an obviously vivid memory. Although written with 
a tone of humility, he offers even sharper criticisms, 
likely bolstered by the confidence gained through the 
attainment of much higher rank and by the deaths 
of the accused.8 Twining is especially critical of the 
Navy’s logistics and its complete lack of understand-
ing of a landing force’s needs during ship-to-shore 
operations. More contemporary accounts appear less 
critical; however, they continue to play on the shoe-
string narrative that attributes Marine suffering on 
Guadalcanal to Navy incompetence and neglect.9 The 
Corps also eagerly points blame at the Army for not 
properly relieving Marines when planned once the 
amphibious assault phase was complete. Both Vande-
grift and Twining single out Army generals for defiant 
opposition to supporting the Navy or Marine Corps 

5 Isley and Crowl, U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare, vi, 5–71. The of-
ficial agreement between Princeton University and the CMC happened 
on 28 April 1947, while Gen Vandegrift was Commandant. 
6 Isley and Crowl, U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare, 106–9; and Van-
degrift, Once a Marine, 120, 129–30. 
7 Twining, No Bended Knee, ix. 
8 Twining was a lieutenant colonel during the battle, but later retired 
with three stars. His book was published in 1996, 35 years after Turner’s 
death and 23 years after Fletcher’s.
9 David J. Ulbrich, Preparing for Victory: Thomas Holcomb and the Making 
of the Modern Marine Corps, 1936–1943 (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 2011), 130–43; and Twining, No Bended Knee, 13.
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in an operation they clearly felt was doomed.10 Other 
than sparse praise from Vandegrift and Twining, the 
historical record from the Marine perspective offers 
little to highlight the logistical successes, instead dem-
onstrating an obvious preference to remain critical. 

Seemingly in response to these accusations, the 
Navy perspective begins on the defensive. In 1950, 
one year before Isley and Crowl published their work, 
Turner complained to the director of naval history 
about their “one-sided” approach and the potential for 
their work to “start serious controversies.”11 The Navy 
published Vice Admiral George C. Dyer’s biography 
of Turner, in which he aggressively defends Turner 
and his actions during the Battle of Guadalcanal. Pub-
lished 11 years after Turner’s death, Dyer used declas-
sified reports and numerous ship’s logs to relentlessly 
chastise the Marines for logistical chaos on the beach 
while simultaneously praising Turner and his naval 
amphibians for going above and beyond to support 
the Marines. Dyer’s fiercest defense is directed against 
Turner’s culpability in the disaster of the Battle of Savo 
Island. As such, Dyer strikes the first note that steadi-
ly turns into a chorus of blame pointing up the chain 
of command toward Fletcher, Vice Admiral Robert 
L. Ghormley, and even Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, 
until landing on Admiral Ernest J. King’s shoulders. 
Fletcher is routinely criticized by various historians 
and naval officers for his eager departure from the 
area focused on his paranoia to protect his carriers.12 
In 2006, John B. Lundstrom offered an objective de-
fense of Fletcher that acknowledges his failures, at-
tempts to excuse some of them circumstantially, and 
aims direct accusations at Fletcher’s superiors.13 Ad-
miral Ghormley receives the sharpest criticism for his 
absence of leadership, lack of aggression, and inability 
to solve the logistical bottleneck, for which he only re-

10 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 164; and Twining, No Bended Knee, 40. 
11 George C. Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer: The Story of Admiral 
Richmond Kelly Turner (Washington, DC: Department of the Navy, 1973), 
202–3.
12 Frank, Guadalcanal, 94. 
13 John B. Lundstrom, Black Shoe Carrier Admiral: Frank Jack Fletcher at 
Coral Sea, Midway, and Guadalcanal (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 2006).

cently received some defense.14 More recent accounts 
add exceptional detail and perspective while continu-
ing the tradition of blaming the logistical issues on 
aggressive decisions made thousands of kilometers 
away from Guadalcanal. Most accounts deplore the 
Corps for its improper combat loading and absolute 
failure of beach operations during the initial offload. 
The Navy echoes Marine reproaches of the Army and 
accuses General Douglas H. MacArthur for his recal-
citrant behavior throughout Operation Watchtower. 
Collectively, the Navy’s historical approach begins 
with a staunch defense willing to trade insults and 
steadily zooms out to provide strategic understanding 
to the tactical logistical issues.  

Similar to its stance during the battle, the Army 
takes a somewhat hands-off approach to the historical 
narrative and more of an analytical tone. Instead of 
condemning the logistics issues on shore on Guadal-
canal, the Army instead focuses on the network of lo-
gistics throughout the Pacific theater. Some accounts 
adopt an accusatory tone that blames the Navy for its 
rushed plan, the lack of unity of command in the Pa-
cific, and its lack of bravery in the employment of its 
carriers. These authors also blame the Navy and Corps 
alike for their failure to properly plan for airfield con-
struction on Guadalcanal. Focusing on the science of 
logistics, using calculations and conclusions aided by 
hindsight, the Army’s “Green Books,” published de-
cades after the war, give the Army the ability to ad-
dress the strategic and logistical failures others made 
while crediting itself for the eventual success.15 The 
Army defends its accused inaction and delayed relief 
of the Marines on Guadalcanal on the Navy for being 

14 Maxwell L. Oliver, “Vice Admiral Robert L. Ghormley: In the Shadow 
of the Fleet” (graduate thesis, Naval War College, 2020).
15 John Miller, United States Army in World War II—The War in the Pa-
cific, vol. 2, Guadalcanal: The First Offensive (Washington, DC: Histori-
cal Division, Department of the Army, 1949), hereafter Guadalcanal: The 
First Offensive; Richard Leighton and Robert Coakley, Global Logistics 
and Strategy, 1940–1943 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Of-
fice, 1955); Louis Morton, United States Army in World War II—The War 
in the Pacific, vol. 10, Strategy and Command: The First Two Years (Wash-
ington, DC: Office of the Chief of Military History, Department of the 
Army, 1962), hereafter Strategy and Command: The First Two Years; Rich-
ard Leighton and Robert Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1943–1945 
(Washington, DC: Office of the Chief of Military History, U.S. Army, 
1989). 
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unable to provide adequate shipping to deliver them 
to the island. The Army accounts offer some criticism 
of MacArthur for his inconsistent approach to aggres-
sive action in the Solomon Islands that wavered based 
on who was in command.16 Not known to remain in 
the shadows, MacArthur reflects on the war from his 
self-imposed immortal perspective that conveniently 
places the blame on Washington and, more specifical-
ly, the Navy, for failing to provide unity of command 
necessary for the thrust across the Pacific.17 In an at-
tempt to save his reputation following the humiliating 
end to his career, he argued that “although [he] was the 
senior ranking officer by many years, [he was] willing 
to accept a subordinate position, to accomplish the 
general good.”18 Discounting MacArthur, the Army’s 
perspective appears to offer the most objective ap-
proach to this topic, nearly devoid of the emotions 
that are so prevalent in the Marine and Navy accounts. 

In light of these fierce arguments, it is impor-
tant to summarize the host of issues that collectively 
rolled downhill, gained momentum, and nearly result-
ed in failure. Beginning with manning, training, and 
equipping during the interwar period to the strategic, 
operational, and tactical circumstances of 1942, the 
ever-narrowing lens of problems helps scope the logis-
tical predicament the Marines found themselves in on 
Guadalcanal. Many of these problems went seemingly 
unaddressed or sufficiently ignored.

Interwar Manning,  
Training, and Equipping
Following World War I, the majority of U.S. war prep-
arations were based around the strategies outlined in 
the color-coded war plans. War Plan Orange was the 
series of plans that governed U.S. preparations for war 
in the Pacific against Japan. Although it was primarily 
focused on major fleet actions against the Japanese, 
War Plan Orange also emphasized conquering and 
occupying advanced naval outposts throughout the 
Western Pacific. To do so, the United States needed 

16 Miller, Guadalcanal: The First Offensive, 8–24. 
17 Douglas MacArthur, Reminiscences (New York: McGraw-Hill Book 
Company, 1964), 172–73.
18 MacArthur, Reminiscences, 172. 

an amphibious force capable of “immediate amphibi-
ous offensive against the Japanese Central Pacific Is-
lands, as soon as war with Japan was declared.”19 The 
Marine Corps’ role in supporting the fleet with such 
an expeditionary force governed a large part of their 
manning, training, and equipping needs throughout 
the 1930s, with mixed results.

At no time during the 1930s was the Marine 
Corps properly manned to be the amphibious force 
needed to support a war against Japan. Recruiting ef-
forts—focused on travel and adventure or as a means 
of escaping the challenges of the Great Depression—
continued to fall short and did not provide enough 
accessions to man the Marine Corps to its meagerly 
authorized strength of 17,000. Furthermore, many 
Marines were deployed to Nicaragua or China to sup-
port various missions that did not enable them to 
participate in training exercises focused on this criti-
cal amphibious mission. While steady progress was 
made in recruiting and retention efforts under Com-
mandant Major General Thomas Holcomb, it was the 
attack on Pearl Harbor that enabled the Corps to ex-
pand nearly threefold, from 55,500 to 143,000 Marines. 
Because this authorized expansion was brought about 
by the demands of war, basic training was expedited, 
experienced Marines were pulled from their units and 
shot-gunned throughout the Corps to newly activated 
units, and the vast quantity of the new “Pearl Harbor” 
Marines further diluted the experience throughout 
the Corps.20 This meant that many of its practitioners 
would first learn the challenges of amphibious warfare 
on hostile shores. 

Although it was the first time for many of its 
Marines, 1st Marine Division was well exposed to the 
fundamentals of amphibious operations, thanks in 
large part to the series of Fleet Exercises (FLEX) it par-
ticipated in from 1935 to 1941. Using its own Tentative 
Manual for Landing Operations, Marines practiced am-
phibious assaults, simulating the seizure of advanced 
naval bases, off the shores of California, North Caro-
lina, and in the Caribbean. Through trial and error, 

19 Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer, 230. 
20 Ulbrich, Preparing for Victory, 48, 123. 
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the Marine Corps and Navy together identified im-
portant components unique to these complicated op-
erations. Together, they addressed issues in the areas 
of naval gunfire, night landings, air support, and com-
mand and control. Through these exercises, they also 
identified one of the main issues facing an amphibious 
assault force: congestion of logistics on the beach. To 
resolve this problem, two lines of effort were imple-
mented. First, they established beach and shore par-
ties responsible for the efficient marking, unloading, 
staging, and follow-on movement of personnel, mate-
rial, and supplies to and from the beach. Of the many 
new units activated by the Corps in the early 1940s, 
the Pioneer Battalion was created to handle these 
burdens, albeit not in nearly enough time to develop 
streamlined tactics, techniques, and procedures at a 
large enough scale. Unintentionally, Guadalcanal was 
their first real opportunity to perform this task. Sec-
ond, they invented the idea of combat loading. This 
new concept required detailed planning to ensure 
all individual and unit supplies and equipment were 
properly loaded onto the correct vessels in reverse- 
priority order to ensure the most essential supplies 
would be the first to land on the beach and for the 
Marines most in need of them. Training in Quanti-
co and Norfolk, Virginia, ensued, followed by inad-
equate practical application that, like most peacetime 
logistics training, failed to “duplicate the urgency and 
stringency of logistic conditions in war.”21 Although 
lacking, the intentional practical application of com-
bat loading and ship-to-shore movement enabled the 
Corps to identify critical equipment shortfalls.22  

During the decade preceding another global war, 
U.S. military equipment shortfalls were regrettably 
common. In pursuit of equipment needed to perfect 
its new amphibious doctrine, the Marine Corps found 
allies in private industry willing to experiment. The 
Corps desperately needed landing craft capable of car-
rying Marines and equipment through shallow waters, 
beaching without broaching, and retracting in order 

21 Duncan S. Ballantine, U.S. Naval Logistics in the Second World War 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1947), 7.
22 Isley and Crowl, U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare, 43–44, 66–67; 
and Ulbrich, Preparing for Victory, 44–94. 

to quickly repeat the process. Through trial and error 
and with miniscule funding, the Corps steadily de-
veloped, tested, and produced various models to suit 
its needs, ultimately resulting in the creation of the 
medium landing craft (LCM) and the landing vehicle 
tracked (LVT). Unfortunately, it was not until 1939 
that the Corps was finally authorized to test these 
craft as part of the annual FLEXs in order to prove 
their worth and acquire funding. Fortunately, some 
LCMs and LVTs were produced in time and eventu-
ally proved crucial during Guadalcanal. Unfortunate-
ly, the opposition they faced throughout development 
prevented the earlier production of the armored am-
phibian (LVTA) that was used on a grand scale begin-
ning in 1943 and throughout the rest of the war.23 Due 
to the Navy’s constrained budget, the Bureau of Ships 
had little interest in helping the Marine Corps in these 
developments. Not enticed by amphibious operations, 
the Navy remained focused on combatant surface 
ships, even neglecting its own logistical needs. As is 
still typical, logistics were assumed and the capabili-
ties of the merchant fleet were conveniently inflated, 
to the eventual detriment of logistical capacity and 
the Navy’s “Fleet Train.”24 Although the decrease in 
available shipping was eventually curtailed by acts of 
Congress at the end of the decade, the pump of Amer-
ican industrial power was not primed in time to ad-
equately respond to infamous events then unforeseen.

Ever Narrowing Lens
Following their success at Pearl Harbor in Decem-
ber 1941, Japanese forces expanded their perimeter 
and quickly captured the Philippines, Thailand, Ma-
laya, Singapore, Burma, the Dutch East Indies, Wake 
Island, the Gilbert Islands, New Britain, and Guam 
(figure 1). As the Japanese advanced, the United 
States, acting as the principal Allied authority in the 
Pacific theater, adopted a defensive strategy and or-
ganized the Pacific into two main areas of responsi-

23 Isley and Crowl, U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare, 67–69. 
24 George C. Dyer, On the Treadmill to Pearl Harbor: The Memoirs of Admiral 
James O. Richardson (Washington, DC: Naval History Division, 1973), 262; 
and Peter C. Luebke, Timothy L. Francis, and Heather M. Haley, Con-
tested Logistics: Sustaining the Pacific War (Washington, DC: Naval History 
and Heritage Command, 2023), 15–21. 
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bility. In part due to its size, but perhaps more due 
to personality conflicts, General George C. Marshall 
and Admiral Ernest J. King of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
divided the Pacific theater between the Army and 
the Navy into MacArthur’s Southwest Pacific Area 
and Nimitz’s Pacific Ocean Areas. These adjacent and 
supporting commands fell directly under the author-
ity of the Joint Chiefs in Washington. The Southwest 
Pacific Area primarily included the Philippines, the 
Dutch East Indies, New Guinea, and Australia while 
the Pacific Ocean Areas spanned the remainder of the 
Pacific Ocean to include its network of islands and 
archipelagos (figure 1).25 

25 Miller, Guadalcanal: The First Offensive, 7. 

As part of this construct, the Pacific Ocean Area 
required further subdivision, resulting in the creation 
of the North, Central, and South Pacific Areas, and re-
quired the establishment of entirely new commands. 
Nimitz retained command of the Central Pacific and 
appointed Rear Admiral Robert A. Theobald to com-
mand the North Pacific Area and Ghormley to com-
mand the South Pacific (figure 2). Under this complex 
command structure, a request from Ghormley in 
New Zealand to MacArthur in Australia traveled to 
Nimitz’s staff in Hawaii, then to the Joint Chiefs in 
Washington, and then finally back across the interna-
tional date line to MacArthur in Australia, traveling 
more than 28,000 kilometers and crossing nine time 
zones. While serving in Washington, DC, as the dep-
uty chief for the Pacific and the Far East in the War 

U.S. Army Center of Military History
Figure 1. Map of Pacific theater and Japanese conquests, 1942.
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Combined Chiefs of Staff

Joint Chiefs of Staff

Ernest King
(Chief of Naval Operations)

Pacific Fleet

North Pacific � Theobald

Central Pacific

South Pacific � Ghormley

Southwest Pacific Area

George Marshall
(Army Chief of Staff)

Douglas MacArthur
(CINC, Southwest Pacific Area)

Chester Nimitz
(CINCPOA, CINCPAC)

Pacific Ocean Areas

Adapted by MCUP
Figure 2. Allied command structure in the Pacific theater.

Plans Division, Major General Dwight D. Eisenhower 
summarized that MacArthur’s unwillingness to serve 
under a naval officer and the Navy’s defiance that its 
ships would not be controlled by MacArthur led to 
the creation of the distinct theaters.26 Whatever the 
reasons, this decision had tremendous consequences 
on the conduct of the war and, in MacArthur’s words, 
“resulted in divided effort, waste, diffusion, and dupli-
cation of force.”27 The Marines who fought on Guadal-
canal echoed that sentiment.

26 David Jablonsky, War by Land, Sea, and Air: Dwight Eisenhower and the 
Concept of Unified Command (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2011), 36; and Alfred D. Chandler Jr. et al, eds., The Papers of Dwight David 
Eisenhower, vol. 1, The War Years (Boston: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1970), xxi, hereafter Eisenhower Papers. 
27 MacArthur, Reminiscences, 172–73.

Although it was the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbor that finally brought the United States into 
the war, the Allied strategy prioritized Germany and 
therefore subjugated the Pacific theater to enormous 
difficulties throughout the war. Despite continued 
Japanese successes throughout the Pacific, American 
shipping as of February 1942 prioritized essential sup-
port to the United Kingdom, maintenance of already 
existing garrisons, and Lend-Lease aid to Russia and 
China above any shipments to the Pacific theater. 
Even then, these shipments were focused on approved 
reinforcements for MacArthur in the Southwest Pa-
cific and continued shipments to Hawaii.28 While 
fighting for their lives in the Philippines in early 1942, 

28 Eisenhower Papers, 119. 



	 WINTER 2025/26       13

MacArthur’s staff saw the majority of their logistical 
requirements go unfulfilled. Forced to request sup-
port from Australia, they were reminded of their low 
place in the logistical pecking order.29 Allied victory 
during the Battle of the Coral Sea halted the Japanese 
advance and canceled their planned invasions of New 
Caledonia, the Fiji archipelago, and Samoa. Follow-
ing their defeat at Midway in June 1942, the Japanese 
turned toward the Solomon Islands in order to threat-
en Allied control of the sea from Hawaii to Australia. 
While the Joint Chiefs recognized the importance on 
the preservation of open lines of communication to 
Australia, they prioritized the build-up of offensive 
forces in and across the Atlantic over a strategic de-
fensive in the Pacific.30 This strategic defensive pro-
vided just enough ambiguity for the offensive-minded 
King to propose aggressive action against the Japanese 
in the Solomon Islands in order to halt any further 
Japanese advances and to prevent interference with 
the critical sea line of communication between Ha-
waii and Australia.31

With acute knowledge of the limited logistical 
means to pursue offensive action, King successfully 
convinced the other members of the Joint Chiefs to 
approve Operation Watchtower and take advantage 
of the initiative gained through victory at the Battle 
of Midway. Confident in his persuasive abilities, he 
issued a warning order to Nimitz on 24 June before 
confirming command of the operation and its key ob-
jectives with Marshall.32 These essential details were 
not confirmed until Operation Watchtower’s origi-
nally planned D-day of 1 August was less than one 
month away. 

While they both agreed on the importance of 
the operation, the back-and-forth between King and 
Marshall reflected the sort of inter-Service squabbling 
that took place throughout the war and significant-
ly plagued this operation to its logistical detriment. 
King insisted the Navy command this amphibious 

29 Eisenhower Papers, 17–18. 
30 Eisenhower Papers, 162. 
31 Morton, Strategy and Command: The First Two Years, 219, 289–90. 
32 Command Summary of Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, USN: Nimitz 
“Graybook,” vol. 1, 7 December 1941–31 August 1942 (Washington, DC: Naval 
History and Heritage Command, 1972), 601, hereafter Nimitz Graybook. 

operation because he did not trust MacArthur with 
the Navy’s carriers or the Marines.33 Marshall argued 
for Army command because it fell within his theater 
within which he and his existing staff already had con-
siderable experience operating together and because 
this operation was just part of the larger strategic 
objective to capture New Britain and New Ireland 
and required the same command structure through-
out. Marshall felt that “it would be most unfortunate 
to bring in another commander at this time to carry 
out the operation.”34 After multiple memos, missed 
phone calls, and finally an in-person meeting, King 
and Marshall came to an agreement that was “reached 
with great difficulty” on 2 July 1942.35 Their agree-
ment, issued as part of a Joint Chiefs directive that 
same day, outlined the operation as three sequential 
tasks focused on the seizure and occupation of New 
Britain and New Ireland. Task one, the assault on Tu-
lagi (Guadalcanal was not identified as a key objective 
until 6 July), was assigned to Nimitz which required 
a shift in the theater boundaries.36 Tasks two and 
three, the seizure of the remaining Solomon Islands 
followed by Rabaul, were assigned to MacArthur.37 
Although they ultimately reached an agreement, 
King and Marshall again failed to provide the Pa-
cific theater with a unified command. Wounded by 
the compromise that further weakened his influence, 
MacArthur turned indignant and wanted little to do 
with the operation or supporting the Navy. Unless or-
dered to, MacArthur did not intend to participate in 
Watchtower. This compromise and MacArthur’s stub-
bornness meant resources, supplies, and logistics were 
split throughout the area and required coordination 
and distribution of resources beyond the capabilities 
of either command, which further weakened the logis-
tical shoestring. 

33 Eisenhower Papers, xxi. 
34 Larry H. Addington, ed., The Papers of George Catlett Marshall, vol. 3, 
“The Right Man for the Right Job” December 7, 1941–May 31, 1943 (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 253–55, hereafter Marshall 
Papers. 
35 Marshall Papers, 265. 
36 Morton, Strategy and Command: The First Two Years, 306; and Marshall 
Papers, 265.
37 Nimitz Graybook, 606; and Morton, Strategy and Command: The First 
Two Years, 302. 
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Since the Japanese seized it during the Battle of 
the Coral Sea, Nimitz had recommended the recap-
ture of the island of Tulagi. With this in mind, it is 
likely his staff already had something to work off of 
when, at their daily staff meeting on 25 June, Nimitz 
informed them of the warning order from King and 
they were able to begin “active preparations” for an of-
fensive in the Solomon Islands.38 With Watchtower’s 
D-day only five weeks away, the sense of urgency was 
high. Cargo ships, limited in availability, took three 
weeks just to travel from the West Coast to the South 
Pacific Area.39 Aware of their logistical constraints 
and lack of time, Nimitz and his staff set out right 
away to confront these challenges. 

On 2 July, Nimitz flew to San Francisco for a 
meeting with King about plans for Watchtower. In-
conveniently, King did not arrive until 4 July because 
the Joint Chiefs delayed publishing their official di-
rective for Watchtower. During their meeting, they 
were interrupted by intelligence of Japanese efforts 
to establish an airfield on Guadalcanal. They quickly 
agreed to add this much larger island as a primary ob-
jective. While discussing details of the operation with 
Rear Admiral Richmond K. Turner, also present at this 
conference, Nimitz supposed that three days would be 
sufficient to put all the men and materiel on shore. 
Turner, set to command the amphibious task group 
responsible for such landings during Watchtower, 
agreed with his assessment.40 On his return to Hawaii, 
Nimitz focused on equipping Ghormley with what he 
needed to execute this operation, mainly men, ships, 
and fuel.41 Indicative of his command style, Nimitz al-
lowed Ghormley the freedom of action to command 
this operation without much interference.42 Nimitz 
offered guidance and did his best to equip Ghormley 
with the tools he needed, but otherwise Ghormley was 
now the one holding the hot potato. 

38 Nimitz Graybook, 607. 
39 Leighton and Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1940–43, 390.
40 Nimitz Graybook, 709–43; Craig L. Symonds, Nimitz at War: Command 
Leadership from Pearl Harbor to Tokyo Bay (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2022), 140–43; and Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer, 273–75. 
41 Nimitz Graybook, 609–10, 614, 670, 681.
42 Symonds, Nimitz at War, 144–46. 

Almost immediately, Ghormley began to de-
grade the confidence bestowed on him. Armed with 
official orders and little else, he was clearly, and un-
derstandably, overwhelmed. Before he could begin 
planning, Ghormley had to find and build his staff. 
One of Marshall’s chief arguments for Army com-
mand of the operation, that of an existing and expe-
rienced staff under MacArthur, seemed all the more 
compelling considering the extensive effort Ghormley 
went through to establish his new command in such a 
short amount of time. This endeavor officially began 
on 18 April, only one day after he returned to Wash-
ington, at the conclusion of his time as special naval 
observer in England. King informed him of his com-
mand appointment, instructed him to establish his 
headquarters in Auckland, New Zealand, and told him 
to prepare for offensive operations to begin later that 
year.43 On 1 May, he and the first few members of his 
new staff departed San Francisco and stopped in Pearl 
Harbor to meet with Nimitz. On 17 May, they visited 
Noumea, New Caledonia, long enough to observe the 
tensions between the Free French and the U.S. Army 
forces on the island. After his arrival in Auckland on 
24 May, Ghormley discovered few preparations had 
been made for him and his staff. He declined the in-
adequate facilities offered to them and transitioned 
his command headquarters to the USS Argonne (AP 
4). From then until the end of June, he continued to 
receive new staff members and focused his efforts on 
establishing critical components of his new command 
in preparation for future operations.44

One critical component he established shortly 
after his arrival in New Zealand was the South Pa-
cific Service Squadron, the primary logistics agency 
throughout his command. This headquarters issued 
a logistical plan that formalized coordination of all 
surface transportation, to include shipping lanes 
and ports of call, as well as distribution of supplies 
throughout the vast theater.45 The plan also called for 
the use of the naval construction battalions to build 

43 Nimitz Graybook, 331. Ghormley was Nimitz’s second choice for this 
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44 Oliver, “Vice Admiral Robert L. Ghormley,” 18–29. 
45 Morton, Strategy and Command: The First Two Years, 257. 
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up the infrastructure at the numerous advanced bases 
established throughout the South Pacific. This plan, 
issued on 15 July, within weeks from the operation’s 
start date, had little impact on Operation Watch-
tower. Those preparing for departure to Guadalcanal 
had no choice but to improvise and make hasty prepa-
rations without the benefit of a formalized logistics 
plan.46 The fact that this crucial command was not es-
tablished until after Ghormley’s arrival and only three 
weeks before the commencement of Watchtower 
highlights the Navy’s logistical unpreparedness in this 
vast and undeveloped theater. 

The challenges Ghormley faced in establishing 
his new command are but one small example of the 
struggles common to all operating in the immature 
South Pacific Area in 1942. The distances alone ex-
plain a majority of the struggles, compounded by the 
fact that any resupply required movement across vast 
expanses of water using scarcely available shipping. 
Supplies transported in began their oceanic voyage 
in San Francisco, bypassed Hawaii, and traveled more 
than 10,000 kilometers to Auckland, 11,600 kilome-
ters to Brisbane, or 10,300 kilometers to Noumea at 
approximately 10–12 knots (three weeks transit, one 
way).47 This meant that once committed to the task, 
vessels assigned to these missions did not return home 
for months, causing continued frustrations back in 
Washington as the Services and theater commanders 
fought over precious resources.48 

The next major hurdle in this immature theater 
was the severe lack of adequate port facilities. Because 
of the tremendous lack of shipping, all cargo loaded 
in the United States was administratively or commer-
cially loaded so as to maximize every square inch. To 
make these materials useful for the Marines waiting 
for them, all cargo needed to be combat loaded based 
on desired offload sequence at its final destination. 
This meant that all cargo had to be offloaded, sorted, 
temporarily stored, and then reloaded onto different 

46 Trent Hone, Mastering the Art of Command: Admiral Chester W. Nimitz 
and Victory in the Pacific War (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 
2022), 114–15. 
47 Leighton and Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1940–43, 390. 
48 Morton, Strategy and Command: The First Two Years, 346. 

vessels. The only ports in the South Pacific with any 
useful facilities and necessary infrastructure were in 
Auckland, Wellington, Suva, and Noumea, but none 
of these were fully equipped with adequate capabili-
ties for a massive military buildup.49 Of these, Auck-
land was the only location in theater with a deep-water 
harbor equipped with enough facilities and space to 
unload, sort, store, and reload all the cargo admin-
istratively loaded in the United States.50 Auckland 
was also considered to be safer from Japanese attacks 
compared to the alternatives.51 From Auckland, com-
bat loaded transports loaded with their own landing 
craft and accompanied with requisite escorts (once 
available) traveled the 2,937 kilometers to Guadalca-
nal to be offloaded on the beach using predominantly 
manual labor.52 Absent the necessary escorts or not ef-
fectively combat loaded, vessels otherwise made the 
1,931-kilometer journey north to Noumea, where an 
entirely new set of problems awaited. 

Noumea, beneficial for its strategic location, 
possessed very few qualities needed to be a useful sup-
ply base. Despite this, it became a central link in the 
logistics chain for unloading, storage, and transship-
ment of supplies throughout the South Pacific Area. 
Follow-on destinations included Guadalcanal, Es-
piritu Santo, and Efate.53 Competition for berths and 
dock space was a central component of the struggle 
between all interested parties in Noumea. This com-
petition was not limited to inter-Service rivalries, 
but also included challenging diplomacy with the 
Free French government of New Caledonia and busi-
nessmen in Noumea. The French nickel company, Le 
Nickel, owned and operated one of the main docks 
and played an essential role in the economy of the is-
land for its commercial exports. Because warehouses 
on shore were almost nonexistent, floating warehouses 
became the norm where the Services offloaded cargo 
from their vessels as needed, left the remaining sup-
plies on board, and sent the partially loaded vessels 

49 Morton, Strategy and Command: The First Two Years, 262. 
50 Frank, Guadalcanal, 136. 
51 Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer, 406. 
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53 Leighton and Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1940–43, 399. 
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back into the harbor.54 Unbeknownst to Ghormley’s 
service squadron in New Zealand, their best efforts 
and intentions to ensure ships were loaded to their 
fullest capacity before departure often compounded 
their issues due to the inadequate discharge facilities.55 
This backlog of shipping, with vessels defenselessly 
floating at anchor in the harbor, dangerously waiting 
to discharge their essential cargo in order to resume 
their critical duties transporting additional supplies 
throughout the theater caused severe criticism from 
Washington directed at Ghormley.56 This specific cri-
sis remained unsolved until April 1943.57 

Another issue common throughout the theater 
was the severe lack of skilled manpower. Even in the 
United States, where skilled laborers were plenty, the 
Navy was behind on training sailors and contractors 
on the art of combat loading.58 As a result, cargo was 
loaded haphazardly, often missing manifests, without 
any consideration for offload sequencing in the Pa-
cific or the limited offload capabilities at the various 
ports of debarkation.59 In the more developed coun-
tries of Australia and New Zealand, skilled labor was 
available but in significantly short supply. Throughout 
the various underdeveloped economies of the South 
Pacific, local labor was entirely unskilled. Therefore, 
port facilities throughout the theater employed un-
skilled and often defiant labor in insufficient quan-
tities supported with poor facilities that could not 
keep up with the workload.60 In Australia, where all 
dock labor had been unionized, longshoremen were 
typically well into their forties and generally unen-
thusiastic about their work or their role in support-
ing the war.61 In Wellington, the port director was 
known to be hostile to Americans and afforded his 

54 Leighton and Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1940–43, 399–400.
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stevedore union numerous breaks, never permitted 
them to work after quitting time, and allowed them 
to walk off the wharf whenever it rained (a frequent 
occurrence that time of year).62 In Noumea, the labor 
shortage and unrest among the French colonialists 
significantly delayed offloading and nearly resulted in 
martial law.63 The Army and Navy did their best to 
provide their own longshoremen, but these were in 
short supply as well. Ghormley requested more, but 
the only ones that made it to the South Pacific before 
Operation Watchtower began went to New Zealand.64 

In concert with the lack of shipping, inadequate 
facilities, and limited workforce, the climate of the 
South Pacific Area also caused significant issues that 
hampered logistics. While the heat and humidity 
claimed many victims and naturally slowed individ-
ual effort, it was the rain that caused greater issues. 
Because ships were desperately needed to offload as 
quickly as possible, much of the cargo was stored out-
doors in yards and fields. Because most supplies were 
packaged hastily without consideration for their end 
destination, much of the cardboard cartons quickly 
disintegrated in the constant and heavy rains and re-
sulted in the loss “of much food, clothing, stores, and 
other material.”65 

Under conditions imposed on him by strategic-
level decisions made in Washington, Ghormley set 
about the task of planning this offensive with insuf-
ficient time, a brand-new staff, an indignant (and se-
nior) adjacent commander, and an immature theater. 
A student of the South Pacific who understood the 
logistical challenges associated with his new theater, 
Ghormley knew he needed more personnel and ma-
teriel to be able to establish advanced naval bases. 
Unfortunately, Ghormley failed to impress on Nim-
itz the urgency of his needs, and resources continued 
to flow to the Mediterranean to support Operation 
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Torch. Ghormley succeeded in coordinating with the 
Army to source as many local goods and materiel in 
New Zealand as possible; however, they were unable 
to source enough equipment required to support the 
upcoming amphibious operations.66 

The two-week period that began with receipt 
of the Watchtower warning order indicated the first 
signs of Ghormley’s defeatist attitude.67 On 2 July, the 
official order from the Joint Chiefs came in, which 
formally tasked Ghormley with command of task one 
and the seizure of Tulagi.68 Despite this new order, 
he considered his responsibility to defend the area 
around Australia and New Zealand, outlined in his 
original orders, to be more important and remained 
steadfast in his defensive efforts instead of focusing 
on the necessary preparations for this upcoming op-
eration.69 On 6 July, the coastwatchers identified the 
construction of the airfield on Guadalcanal, which 
replaced Ndeni in the Santa Cruz Islands with Gua-
dalcanal as an official objective and intensified the 
urgency of this operation. On 8 July, Ghormley and 
MacArthur commiserated at MacArthur’s headquar-
ters in Melbourne about the futility of this opera-
tion.70 Ironically, just two months before, MacArthur 
had proposed even more aggressive action in this area, 
but with him in command.71 Now, relegated to the 
supporting element for task one, he changed his tune 
and eagerly pointed out its deficiencies and expected 
it to fail. Together, they composed a letter to the Joint 
Chiefs that expressed their “gravest doubts” of suc-
cess and requested a deferment of the operation due 
to insufficient resources.72 On 10 July, they received 
a response from King and Marshall that included an 
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appreciation for “the disadvantage of undertaking 
Task One before adequate forces and equipment can 
be made available” but directed them to proceed as 
planned.73 Having just squandered two weeks of plan-
ning time, Ghormley finally began planning for the 
tasks as outlined in the directive, albeit focused more 
on the defense of the sea lanes than on the offensive in 
the Solomon Islands. 

As the operation’s D-day drew near, unsolved 
strategic and operational issues caused multiple head-
aches at the tactical level of command and resulted in 
numerous controversies. Despite specific direction to 
command the operation in person, Ghormley delegat-
ed tactical command to Fletcher, commander of the 
carrier strike force, and devoted his attention to the 
defense of his theater in Noumea.74 King, who disliked 
and distrusted Fletcher as a fleet commander for what 
he believed to be a pattern of hesitancy, only begrudg-
ingly approved Fletcher’s command of the carrier task 
force after Nimitz vouched for him. Bestowed with 
even greater responsibilities from Ghormley, and un-
beknownst to King or Nimitz, Fletcher now had tacti-
cal command of the entire operation. Therefore, Phase 
I of Operation Watchtower, the fate of which deter-
mined King’s legacy, was commanded by someone for 
whom he had little respect.75 Furthermore, in prepa-
ration for this operation, Ghormley provided limited 
guidance and never met with Fletcher in person. Even 
as forces assembled at sea, Fletcher remained uncer-
tain about who would directly command the opera-
tion.76 While underway from Fiji to the rendezvous 
point, Fletcher finally issued his operations order. 
Significantly vague, his order simply listed their mis-
sion to “seize, occupy, and defend Tulagi and adjacent 
positions.”77 Throughout the operation, his focus re-
mained on the protection of the carriers and not on 
the success of the Marines on Guadalcanal.

Although committed to the success of the op-
eration and directly responsible for the landings on 
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Guadalcanal and Tulagi, Turner hardly contributed 
to the planning and preparation of Watchtower. On 
receiving word of his assignment as the commander, 
Amphibious Force, South Pacific Force, on 3 June, 
he traveled a similar route as Ghormley from Wash-
ington to New Zealand, stopping in San Francisco 
for his conference with Nimitz and King on the way. 
He arrived in New Zealand on 16 July, the same day 
Ghormley published his operations order, which as-
signed Turner as commander of the amphibious task 
force for Operation Watchtower, responsible for the 
13 transports, 5 cargo ships, and 1st Marine Division. 
Turner organized his command on 18 July, only four 
days before they set sail to meet Fletcher in Fiji. Ab-
sent adequate time to inject himself into the planning 
process and without anyone on his staff with amphib-
ious experience, Turner published his operations or-
der with heavy reliance on the planning conducted by 
the Marines.78 

Lying at the bottom of the hill where these stra-
tegic, theater, and operational problems collectively 
rolled were Vandegrift and 1st Marine Division. Be-
fore embarking Turner’s transports in New Zealand 
for their voyage to Guadalcanal, these Marines en-
dured and contributed to many of the adverse effects 
of the events that preceded their historic operation. 
On 23 March 1942, Vandegrift assumed command of 
1st Marine Division in New River, North Carolina. 
Established less than a year earlier based on recom-
mendations following after actions from the FLEXs, 
New River boasted a fine training area to conduct 
amphibious operations and little else. As the Marine 
Corps rapidly expanded at the beginning of the war, 
thanks in large part to Lieutenant General Thomas 
Holcomb, Commandant of the Marine Corps, expe-
rience needed to be shared across the force. This re-
sulted in the transfer of trained personnel away from 
Vandegrift’s command and the influx of new Marines, 
recently graduated from a truncated version of boot 
camp. Furthermore, thousands of his Marines were 
sent to Iceland to support the defense of the island, 
which relieved the British of that responsibility and 

78 Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer, 262, 280, 288.  

enabled them to focus on defense of their own is-
lands.79 Numerous requests for Marine Raider Bat-
talions and garrison defense forces further gutted his 
forces. As the conflict intensified, Vandegrift feared 
he would spend the war in North Carolina, training 
subordinate units for piecemeal deployments.80

Fortunately for Vandegrift, readiness across the 
Marine Corps was a challenge common to all. As 
early as February 1942, Headquarters Marine Corps 
identified 1st Marine Division as the most ready and 
available unit to deploy for amphibious operations in 
the Pacific.81 The order to do so did not come until 
29 April, when Vandegrift’s operations officer, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Merrill B. Twining, discovered news 
of Operation Lone Wolf, which directed the transfer 
of Vandegrift’s division to New Zealand to establish 
Turner’s South Pacific Amphibious Force.82 Despite 
an aggressive timeline for departure, Vandegrift com-
forted himself with reassurances given to him that 
they would have six months of training in New Zea-
land before undertaking any offensive operations. 

Shipping shortages split 1st Marine Division 
into two deployments from North Carolina to New 
Zealand. Vandegrift and the first group embarked the 
transport USS Wakefield (AP 21) in Norfolk, Virginia, 
on 20 May for their 26-day, 16,000-kilometer voy-
age through the Panama Canal and across the Pacific 
Ocean. They finally arrived on 14 June, after suffering 
grueling conditions on board, during which the av-
erage Marine lost 15 pounds. Vandegrift stated, “We 
in no way sailed as a combat-ready force.” The second 
group traveled via rail to San Francisco and set sail on 
their transports on 22 June. They did not arrive until 
11 July, mere weeks away from departure for Guadal-
canal. Despite assumptions made by the Joint Chiefs, 
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their vessels were not combat loaded.83 Regardless of 
who to blame for this oversight, the decision to de-
part with administratively loaded vessels contributed 
mightily to the Marines’ struggles in the South Pacific.  

On the docks in Wellington, the Marines got 
their first taste of the immature theater while con-
ducting frantic preparations for their departure. 
Immediately on arrival, Vandegrift was informed of 
the “catastrophic news that the unloading of cargo 
which proceeded us, stood days behind schedule.”84 
A member of the advance party, Twining already 
had valuable experience in dealing with the frustrat-
ing Kiwis. Specifically, he learned of their tendency 
to take breaks for every meal and anytime it rained. 
Vandegrift immediately ordered his Marines to be 
organized into working parties with shifts around 
the clock to offload the vessels themselves. In addi-
tion to the devastating effect on the Marines’ morale, 
the working parties caused enough of an uproar from 
the dockyard union in Wellington that Pete Fraser, 
the prime minister of New Zealand, became involved 
and summoned Vandegrift to his office.85 Absent ad-
equate shelter, Marines worked in continuous, cold 
rain while their cargo, unprotected and drenched, dis-
integrated in front of them on the quay. From Van-
degrift’s final report on Operation Watchtower, he 
remembered, “Weather conditions demonstrated the 
terrible unsuitability of paper or cardboard contain-
ers for expeditionary supplies, and the loss of these 
supplies on the Wellington docks was later to be felt 
by all hands.”86 

Although Vandegrift and the 1st Marine Division 
arrived in New Zealand on 14 June, Ghormley did not 
feel the need to call Vandegrift to Auckland to meet 
him in person until two weeks later when he received 
the warning order for Watchtower.87 Expecting this to 
be the normal social call to meet with his immedi-
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ate senior, and still not expecting offensive operations 
for months, Vandegrift was dumbfounded when in-
formed they were to execute an amphibious operation 
in the Solomon Islands in less than five weeks.88 Duti-
fully, Vandegrift and his staff immediately set about 
preparing for the operation. Absent an operations 
order from higher headquarters for weeks, the Ma-
rines began planning on their own. In what must have 
been discouraging news for the Marines, Ghormley 
(and apparently his entire staff) possessed such lim-
ited knowledge on amphibious operations that on 12 
June, Ghormley requested a copy of the Marine Corps 
manual on amphibious operations from Vandegrift, 
specifically requesting information on Navy landing 
craft.89 Clearly, the tactical planning for this opera-
tion was up to the Marines. This feeling of isolation 
in the planning process serves as a good precursor to 
the isolation they soon felt on Guadalcanal. Working 
around the clock on the rain-soaked docks in Welling-
ton, the Marines of 1st Marine Division experienced 
the full weight of problems brought to bear on them 
from strategic decisions in Washington, an immature 
theater, and insufficient operational planning. To 
Vandegrift and his Marines, the term shoestring inad-
equately described the logistical hand they were dealt. 

Enough Throughput  
to Live, Survive, and Thrive
As Vandegrift and his Marines set about planning for 
Watchtower, they were immediately confronted with 
the challenge of amphibious shipping. As is common 
in most operations, the unfortunate realities of lo-
gistics immediately imposed constraints on Watch-
tower. Shortly after notification from Ghormley in 
Wellington, Vandegrift’s primary logistician and as-
sistant chief of staff for supply, Lieutenant Colonel 
Randolph McCall Pate (a.k.a. Ran Pate), informed 
Vandegrift that their already conservative estimates 
were still too high and the division’s shipping require-
ments greatly exceeded their shipping allocations. 
Vandegrift responded with a timely and critical deci-

88 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 104–5. 
89 Ghormley to Vandegrift, NWMDM-D 994011, RG 127, box 47, NARA II.
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sion. He ordered his division to load only “items ac-
tually required to live and fight.”90 The division then 
set about dividing and sorting their equipment to 
remove all “luxuries” beyond the basic necessities of 
“bullets, beans, and blankets.”91 Items designed to kill 
the Japanese occupants on Guadalcanal such as com-
bat gear, weapons, and ammunition were given top 
priority. Coffee pots, tents, and spare clothing were 
all left behind. Typically allocated two sea bags, indi-
vidual Marines were reduced to only one and forced 
to prioritize their individual equipment along these 
same lines.92 Equipment left behind was marked for 
temporary storage under the optimistic assumption 
for an eventual reunion with its owners in Guadal-
canal. Shedding all amenities, Vandegrift’s Marines 
cared only for what they needed to fight and live. 

To ensure they brought enough supplies and 
equipment, the division’s logisticians and the ships’ 
quartermasters had to work together to combat load 
their vessels. At this point in the war, combat loading 
ships—loading the most essential equipment last, so 
it is the first to come off—was still a relatively new 
concept. It was initially incorporated into the FLEXs 
of the 1930s, which proved critical to the preparation 
and understanding of this logistical blend of science 
and art, although at a limited scale. During the FLEXs, 
the logistical footprint required was greatly dimin-
ished, as Marines were only prepared to go on shore 
for a few days, not months on end. These exercises 
also provided the Marines with dedicated shipping 
based on their needs on board empty ships. They did 
not incorporate the unforeseen challenge of unload-
ing administratively loaded vessels at the same time 
as combat loading.93 Some ignorant criticism has been 
directed toward Vandegrift for his decision to depart 
the United States on board administratively loaded 
vessels, blaming him for relying on the assumption 
that the division would not see combat for months 
until after their arrival.94 In his final report, he ad-

90 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 114. 
91 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 114.  
92 Twining, No Bended Knee, 32; and LtCol Kerry Lane, Marine Pioneers: The 
Unsung Heroes of World War II (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing, 1997), 45.
93 Isley and Crowl, U.S. Marines and Amphibious Warfare, 46–67. 
94 Groom, 1942, 262–63. 

equately defends his actions by highlighting the em-
barkation challenges they faced in North Carolina 
that required the separation of his Marines from their 
equipment due to shipping limitations. Additionally, 
the advantage of administratively loading vessels is 
that it maximized their load capacity, which was es-
sential for any vessel transiting the Pacific to avoid 
wasting any space. Lastly, it is worth mentioning that 
the majority of the ships they embarked for Watch-
tower were not the same ships that carried them 
across the Pacific, making this criticism a moot point. 
Years later, Vandegrift praised King’s difficult deci-
sion to take decisive action to “stop without delay the 
enemy’s southward advance.”95 

No foreigner to difficult decisions and also not 
a fan of delays, Vandegrift decided to abandon the 
hostile Kiwi workforce in Auckland and charged his 
Marines to combat load their own vessels instead. His 
decision to employ his Marines in backbreaking la-
bor in cold winter conditions further degraded their 
combat readiness following their long and harrow-
ing journey into the theater. So close to battle, their 
combat readiness was already a source of concern, as 
most of the division was made up of brand-new Ma-
rines who had graduated from a truncated boot camp. 
Vandegrift had comforted himself with the knowl-
edge that they would have months to train in New 
Zealand to correct this deficiency. Instead, he found 
it necessary to prioritize his Marines to fulfill logis-
tical requirements over the ingrained desire to train 
and hone their infantry skills for upcoming combat. 
Reacting to the hostile Kiwis, Vandegrift’s decision in 
Auckland set the precedent that logistics was the top 
priority to ensure his division could live and fight on 
Guadalcanal.96 

Following Vandegrift’s crucial decisions, thou-
sands of subsequent and equally challenging decisions 
had to be made in order to load their vessels. While 
these decisions were often difficult to make, they were 
even harder to execute. Equipment that did not make 
the list for embarkation still had to be offloaded, 

95 Nimitz Graybook, 616; Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 106–10; and Twin-
ing, No Bended Knee, 23. 
96 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 118. 
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staged, inventoried, and transported to storage facili-
ties to be handled by the division’s rear party. Equip-
ment that did make the list also had to be offloaded, 
inventoried, and staged until it could eventually be 
loaded. Debates on the demarcation line between es-
sential and nonessential nearly resulted in the divest-
ment of critical landing force equipment from the 
ships, highlighting the tensions between the need for 
combat equipment and combat support equipment.97 
Once assigned, essential equipment spent more time 
in the way at the port, being moved countless times 
while waiting to be loaded last, while all the lesser and 
nonessential equipment was either placed into storage 
or loaded deep into the transports. This excerpt from 
the division’s final report highlights the enormity of 
the logistics struggles in New Zealand. 

Loading and unloading operations in 
Wellington were centralized at one 
large wharf (Aotea Quay) capable of 
berthing five vessels at once. Combat 
loading necessarily took place simul-
taneously with the discharge of in-
coming cargo and the operation was 
exceedingly complex and most dif-
ficult to control. A working team of 
three hundred men was assigned to 
each vessel and maintained around 
the clock by a system of eight-hour 
reliefs. Divisional transportation was 
augmented by vehicles of the First 
Base Depot and by a daily detail of 
thirty flat-topped New Zealand Army 
lorries which proved particularly use-
ful in this type of work. Ammunition, 
organizational equipment, and gaso-
line dumps were established in open 
areas on the wharf. Rations and per-
ishables were classified in a large ware-
house which occupied one end of the 
wharf. The operation was directed by 
D-4 through a field officer in charge of 

97 Memo, Landing Force Equipment Furnished Marine Detachment 
Afloat, 7 July 1942, RG 127, USMC Quartermaster General Correspon-
dence 1942, box 224, NARA II.

each loading team, and the transport 
quartermasters of the various ships. 
Dock labor was restricted to skilled 
operators of special loading machin-
ery, cranes, hoists, carriers, and stack-
ing machines. Use of general civilian 
labor was rejected in favor of employ-
ment of troops as it had been found 
both inadequate and unreliable dur-
ing earlier operations.98

The chaos that ensued on board Aotea Quay is un-
imaginable, and this most complex version of Tetris 
was further compounded by King’s repressive timeline 
for Watchtower’s D-day. 

Originally scheduled for 1 August 1942, D-day 
for Operation Watchtower became a controversial 
issue. Already beseeched by MacArthur and Ghorm-
ley, King finally relented and granted a delay of no 
more than one week—7 August—after Vandegrift’s 
concurrence with Ghormley that made it clear his di-
vision needed more time.99 Despite their best efforts, 
which the division operations officer commended as a 
smooth reembarkation process, it was impossible for 
them to load all of their ships to depart on time.100 
Fortunately, and unintentionally, this delay provided 
the Japanese with another week to nearly complete 
the airstrip on Guadalcanal for the Marines. Willing 
to risk surprise and initiative, Vandegrift again priori-
tized logistics for his division. 

Here, the limited accomplishments of 1st Marine 
Division were essential to ensuring logistical success 
of Watchtower. The period between notification and 
departure was only 26 days.101 What these Marines ac-
complished in that short amount of time truly “defied 

98 1st Marine Division, Final Report Guadalcanal Operation, Phase I, 24 
May 1943, NAID 134242115, RG 38, NARA II, 6. 
99 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 119. 
100 Twining, No Bended Knee, 31–33. 
101 For the sake of comparison, it took the Army 20 days to embark in 
preparation for Operation Goalpost in October 1942; however, all of 
their embarkation took place in the United States with an American 
workforce and dedicated shipping assets for a relatively smaller landing 
force. LtGen Lucian K. Truscott, Command Mission: A Personal Story (n.p.: 
Pickle Partners Publishing, 2013), 83–85. 
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the science of logistics.”102 In that short time frame, 
1st Marine Division successfully unloaded 3 adminis-
tratively loaded transports, reconfigured their equip-
ment, and combat loaded the 18 amphibious ships of 
Turner’s amphibious force.103 Embarked and under-
way, they were ready with just enough to fight and 
live on Guadalcanal. 

Before tackling their next major throughput 
hurdle on the shores of Guadalcanal, two key events, 
both of which are well documented and have been 
written about ad nauseum, took place in Fiji while 
underway to the Solomon Islands. Here, the entire 
task force of 76 ships assembled for their only rehears-
als before launching the invasion. For various reasons, 
the amphibious assault rehearsals went poorly, and 
Turner eventually cancelled them. In their place, he 
had his entire force conduct basic ship-to-shore drills, 
which proved extremely beneficial during the land-
ings. While they were assembled, Fletcher hosted his 
commanders on board his flagship for a conference 
that became a tumultuous affair. In Ghormley’s ab-
sence, Fletcher assumed command of the task force 
and used this authority to make decisions previously 
left incomplete. This included the controversial deci-
sion to provide air coverage from his carriers for only 
three days. Consequentially, Turner and his amphibi-
ous force would be forced to withdraw his transports 
at the same time so as not to expose them to Japanese 
air attacks. Despite pleas from Turner and Vandegrift  
for a minimum of five days to offload their equip-
ment, Fletcher remained firm. Laden with doubt and 
pessimistic towards the success of this operation, he 
prioritized protection of the carriers over the survival 
of the Marines.104 

As 1st Marine Division assaulted the beach on 
7 August 1942, the rubber finally met the road on all 
their logistical woes. Although the amphibious assault 
achieved an incredible tactical success, the logistical 
beach operations that followed went horrendously. 

102 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 114.
103 Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer, 280.
104 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 120–22; Twining, No Bended Knee, 45; Lund-
strom, Black Shoe Carrier Admiral, 325–37; and Dyer, The Amphibians Came 
to Conquer, 295–311. 

The numerous issues are well documented, and the 
combat photographs of the cluttered beach provide 
visual proof for those who focus on the failed logis-
tics of Guadalcanal.105 Numerous after-action reports 
and historical accounts deplore the Marines for their 
laziness, incompetence, and seeming nonchalance 
toward the mounting logistical chaos.106 After reach-
ing shore, Vandegrift observed his division’s supplies 
piling up on Red Beach, but decided this problem 
would be dealt with once the tactical situation was 
no longer in doubt. Unlike in Wellington, where he 
focused on logistics, he now prioritized his tactical 
objectives: the establishment of a defensive perimeter 
and the seizure of Guadalcanal’s airfield.107 Instead of 
applying more manpower to assist the shore parties, 
he used everyone available to pursue the enemy and 
seize the objective, including the Pioneers. This left 1st 
Pioneer Battalion’s shore parties undermanned and 
overwhelmed.108 As the beach congestion increased, 
Turner’s transports were forced to pause unloading 
operations due to lack of space on shore and limited 
maneuverability in the water for their landing craft. 
Furthermore, multiple Japanese aerial attacks forced 
numerous halts to unloading operations. In the cha-
os, Turner ordered his transports closer to the beach 
to reduce transit times and increase the pace of the 
offload. This exacerbated beach congestion and grid-
locked the landing craft lanes. Idling dangerously in 
the shallow waters waiting their turn, many boat cap-
tains offloaded their cargo haphazardly near the shore 
and returned to their transports. In their haste, many 
of them offloaded below the high-water mark. The 
situation rapidly deteriorated and many containers 
were destroyed and their contents were prematurely 
discharged and subsequently ruined.109 

105 For a picture of beach congestion on D+1, see Twining, No Bended 
Knee, 102. 
106 Report of Action Guadalcanal—Tulagi Area, Solomon Islands, 7, 8, 
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107 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 133. 
108 Lane, Marine Pioneers, 54–58. 
109 Frank, Guadalcanal, 63–64.
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Turner augmented the workforce on shore with 
dozens of sailors per boat crew to help offload. Al-
though appreciated, this further tangled the web of 
logistics that was clearly focused on quantity and not 
quality. Ignoring the doctrinal concept that specified 
the shore party commander is in control of logistics 
on shore, Turner’s commanders continued to saturate 
the beach with supplies.110 Lieutenant Colonel George 
Rowan, 1st Pioneer Battalion’s commanding officer, 
appealed to Vandegrift for more help on the beach. 
Despite Vandegrift’s refusals to fulfill the request, he 
successfully persuaded Turner to temporarily halt the 
rapid discharge of cargo from his transports so they 
could better organize their efforts on the beach. Un-
fortunately, Fletcher decided to depart 12 hours ear-
lier than planned, and shortly thereafter, on 9 August, 
Turner and his amphibious force departed as well.111 
During this three-day period, only 26 hours and 20 
minutes were devoted to actual unloading.112 Standing 
in heaps of soggy cornflakes and other ruined rations, 
the shore party Marines watched Turner’s amphibious 
task force depart with half of the division’s embarked 
supplies, leaving behind a panorama of utter confu-
sion that greatly surpassed the untidy scene in Wel-
lington. 

Reciprocal recriminations abound for this seem-
ing disaster. Turner faulted the Marines for the “vast 
amount of unnecessary impediments taken,” embark-
ing so many unessential items such as “cheeses and 
fancy groceries.”113 Conversely, Vandegrift and Twining 
blamed Navy logistics planners for insisting on typi-
cal commercially packaged Navy rations that required 
refrigeration, intentionally ignoring the basic supply 
needs of a landing force destined for an inhospitable 
location. Turner also disparaged 1st Marine Division 
for not providing “adequate and well-organized un-
loading details at the beach.” In their defense, the Ma-
rines accused Turner for withholding 2d Marines, the 
division reserve, for potential secondary objectives, 

110 Zimmerman, The Guadalcanal Campaign, 46. 
111 Vandegrift, Once a Marine, 124–32; and Twining, No Bended Knee, 62. 
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limiting Vandegrift’s available manpower to seize 
the primary objective and conduct beach logistics. 
The Marines also complain that Turner’s transports 
withheld 1st Pioneer Battalion to serve as working 
parties instead of releasing them to shore to support 
the shore parties. Some of these Marines were still on 
board when Turner departed and returned with the 
task force to New Caledonia.114 Vandegrift’s initial in-
difference to the logistical bottleneck due to a lack 
of manpower on Red Beach may have held a selfish 
touch of “I told you so” after weeks of fierce debate 
with Turner. 

Despite the bleak situation in the first days on 
Guadalcanal, there was still cause for optimism. Exact 
reports of offloaded tonnage do not exist; however, it 
is estimated that from the morning of 7 August until 
the early afternoon on 9 August, the combined Navy 
and Marine Corps team successfully offloaded near-
ly 50 percent of their cargo, which equated to more 
than 30 days of supply.115 Had Fletcher been willing 
to remain on station for the five days Vandegrift re-
quested, it is almost certain the Marines would have 
been blessed with their full allotment of equipment 
and supplies. Instead, they were fortunate to survive 
with what they had.  

Fortunately, the Japanese unintentionally con-
tributed greatly to their survival. Not only did Jap-
anese bombers fail to capitalize on the opportunity 
to target Marines’ exposed logistics during the initial 
offload, but in their haste to retreat into the jungle, 
they left a significant quantity of supplies and equip-
ment for the Marines. The vast quantities of rice and 
canned rations were essential to their survival and 
were used to supplement their rationing of two meals 
a day per Marine. The equipment consisted of “innu-
merable pieces of machinery” necessary to finish the 
construction of the airfield and “over 100 trucks” that 
proved indispensable in the follow-on throughput of 
cargo and equipment from the beach.116 Although the 

114 Twining, No Bended Knee, 67–68; and Lane, Marine Pioneers, 58–64. 
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Marines were successful in bringing enough on shore 
to survive, the enhancements they received from cap-
tured Japanese materiel were providential and became 
critical to their survival on Guadalcanal. 

After the Marines successfully established a 
defensive perimeter from the beach and around the 
airfield, logistics once again became the division’s pri-
ority. Duly resourced, the 1st Pioneer Battalion was 
finally able to organize the beach and transport equip-
ment inland. Using all available vehicles, including the 
captured Japanese vehicles, amphibian tractors, and 
lighters left behind by the Navy, and reinforced with 
sufficient manpower, they successfully cleared the 
beach in four days. During those four days, working 
parties reported promptly at 0600 and vehicles were 
used incessantly to maximize daylight hours. At night, 
Marines stood watch and fortified their defensive po-
sitions in preparation for Japanese counterattacks.117 
Once these attacks came, this monumental effort to 
clear the beach proved essential to their survival.

During their fight to survive in August and 
September, 1st Pioneer Battalion learned from the 
mistakes of 7 August and developed an efficient 
throughput system in anticipation for future deliver-
ies by sea. First, they organized Red Beach into five 
unloading points based on classification of supply 
and established secondary and tertiary beaches for 
offloading operations. These additional beaches en-
abled the Navy to unload each vessel in separate lo-
cations and relieve congestion in the boat lanes from 
ship to shore.118 Second, they improved the terrain 
between the beaches and their inland supply depots 
(figure 3).119 This included the construction of a bridge 
across the Lunga River using captured pier materi-
als, palm trees, and their own amphibian tractors.120 

117 Division Commander’s Final Report on Guadalcanal Operation, 
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3, NARA II.
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A1 211, box 18, folder COMAIRSOPAC/Blue 242, NARA II.
120 Division Commander’s Final Report on Guadalcanal Operation, An-
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Third, they established segregated and dispersed sup-
ply dumps in vicinity of the airfield, well within their 
defensive perimeter. 

This intricate system was essential for the ac-
countability and protection of the supplies and re-
mained carefully organized throughout their time on 
Guadalcanal. In addition to these steps, the battalion 
dedicated working parties of hundreds of Marines to 
assist for any offload operation in order to expedite 
the throughput from ship to shore to supply dump.121 
When the reinforcements came on shore from 7th 
Marines in September, Turner changed his tune and 
praised the Marines for their incredible efforts. In his 
report, Turner exclaimed:

The Task Force Commander had esti-
mated that the Seventh Marines could 
be landed with all its weapons, its es-
sential equipment, most of its motor 
vehicles, three units of fire, and forty 
days’ rations in the twelve hours which 
were expected to be available for de-
barkation. No more time was available 
because of the practical certainty of 
night attack. This estimate had con-
templated an interruption of about 
two hours due to enemy air attacks. 
These did not develop. Furthermore, 
so well had the loading of the trans-
ports been done, and so well was the 
unloading of the transports and at 
the beach organized and prosecuted, 
that the material unloaded with the 
Seventh Marines far exceeded expec-
tations.122

This was exceedingly high praise from a very tough 
man to please. 

Taken in contrast with the Japanese, these 
throughput efforts were all the more impressive. The 
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Japanese failed to prioritize logistics until it was too 
late. Each time the Imperial Navy’s “Tokyo Express” 
delivered more soldiers and combat equipment, they 
did not even unload enough supplies for those newly 
arriving, further exacerbating a tragic condition for 
troops already there. Despite numerous attempts, 
which included floating daisy-chained oil barrels 
filled with rice and nightly submarine deliveries, their 
half-hearted efforts failed. Reduced to a fraction of 
their normal daily food ration, Japanese troops suf-
fered greatly and many were unable to survive the 
harsh conditions. In order to survive, many resorted 
to digging for grass roots, scraping moss, picking tree 
buds, and drinking seawater.123 As the Japanese forces 
deteriorated due to starvation, 1st Marine Division’s 
logistical conditions steadily improved. By Octo-
ber, Marines were back to full rations. The intricate 

123 Frank, Guadalcanal, 526–27; and Groom, 1942, 321–35. 

throughput system they implemented continued suc-
cessfully throughout the remainder of their time on 
Guadalcanal and proved essential to their survival on 
the island.

The final hurdle U.S. forces successfully over-
came to prevent failure and ensure logistical success 
took place at the port in Noumea. In terms of ton-
nage, this strategic location eventually became the 
second largest throughput node in the Pacific. Unfor-
tunately for the Marines who depended on through-
put at Noumea, this port remained gridlocked for the 
first three months of Watchtower and cast doubts on 
their hopes for survival. In November 1942, the logis-
tical logjam finally began to clear. The joint efforts of 
the Army and the Navy coupled with a change in lead-
ership, priorities, and management of logistics en-
abled Noumea to fulfill its strategic responsibility as 
a massive throughput node in support of the Marines 

Map of Lunga Point, Annex L (Overlay of Storage Dumps), RG 313, A1 211, box 18, folder COMAIRSOPAC/Blue 242, NARA II
Figure 3. Map of Lunga Point with overlay of storage dumps.
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so that they could eventually thrive on Guadalcanal, 
especially in comparison to the Japanese. 

The original reasons for the logjam in Noumea 
can be attributed to the immaturity of the theater, 
discussed previously. However, after a few months 
without progress, leaders in Hawaii and Washington 
became increasingly suspicious and frustrated with 
Ghormley and his staff. Nimitz and King both steadily 
became discouraged by Ghormley’s frantic pessimism. 
Congruently, Marshall began to receive scathing re-
ports from Major General Alexander M. Patch on the 
ground in Noumea about the complete lack of logisti-
cal planning.124 All of this eventually came to a head 
and on 18 October 1942, Nimitz replaced Ghormley 
with Admiral William F. Halsey Jr. as the commander 
of the South Pacific because he felt the “critical situa-
tion there require[d] a more aggressive Commander.”125 
Known for his aggressive nature, Halsey’s appoint-
ment immediately provided intangible impacts on his 
forces throughout the South Pacific. It injected the 
Marines with vigor, and many jubilantly celebrated 
the news from their foxholes on Guadalcanal. More 
importantly, this change in leadership steadily pro-
vided tangible results, as well, that dramatically im-
proved the logistical situation throughout the theater.

With his first act as commander, Halsey estab-
lished his headquarters on shore in New Caledonia. 
The USS Argonne, previously used by Ghormley and 
his staff, was unacceptable to him. Instead of placat-
ing the French government of New Caledonia, known 
for its indifference to the war effort, Halsey immedi-
ately established his authority and demanded better 
accommodations “as a military necessity.”126 Famously, 
he even went so far as to acquire for himself the pre-
vious Japanese consul’s house at the port overlooking 
the harbor.127 More importantly, he directed the estab-
lishment of more facilities on shore for his staff and at 
the port and successfully negotiated “despite the cus-
tomary dilatoriness of the French” for dedicated use of 
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the Le Nickel’s piers.128 Never satisfied, he demanded 
more support from the French, appealing directly to 
the governor-general of New Caledonia, to meet his 
requirements.129 Nicknamed “Bull” by the American 
press, Halsey’s forceful style of leadership was neces-
sary to break the French logistics dam at Noumea. 

Halsey quickly demonstrated his commitment to 
the new logistical priorities of his command. On his 
third day of command, Halsey made the major deci-
sion to shift the buildup of the South Pacific’s main 
fleet base from Auckland to Noumea, specifying “New 
Zealand as a main base is as much use as last year’s 
bird’s nest.”130 While this may seem inconsequential, 
since Auckland and Noumea are approximately the 
same distance from major ports in the United States, 
the change’s benefit lay in the removal of an addi-
tional stop along the way and saved significant time 
in transporting supplies forward. This decision came 
with risks, since it placed supply lines closer to the 
Japanese, but it was still quickly approved by Nimi-
tz and the Free French. This decision also redirected 
vast quantities of personnel and equipment to New 
Caledonia instead of New Zealand, and the build-up 
in Noumea became a major priority so that it could 
fulfill the logistical functions of a main fleet base.131 
While this decision caused challenges and complaints 
in other subordinate locations, it ultimately proved 
essential to streamline logistical throughput and was 
a decision Halsey was prepared to make repeatedly as 
they advanced closer to Japan throughout the war.132

Intent on achieving victory in the Solomon Is-
lands and dedicated to supporting Vandegrift and his 
Marines, Halsey directed his newly appointed logisti-
cian, Vice Admiral William L. Calhoun, to fly to Gua-
dalcanal to provide a better appraisal of the logistics 
situation on the island. On 5 November 1942, Cal-
houn strap-hanged on a flight transporting supplies 

128 Halsey to Nimitz, 20 December 1942, Papers of William F. Halsey, box 
15, Special Correspondence, Library of Congress.
129 Halsey to Governor-General of New Caledonia, 3 January 1943, Pa-
pers of William F. Halsey, box 3, General Correspondence, Library of 
Congress. 
130 Halsey to Nimitz, 20 December 1942; and Nimitz Graybook, 1099. 
131 Dyer, The Amphibians Came to Conquer, 421.
132 Halsey to Nimitz, 20 December 1942; and Memo to Halsey from the 
commander at Espiritu Santos, RG 313, P90-A2, box 1, folder A1, NARA II. 
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to Henderson Field.133 During his three-day visit, he 
observed the direct needs and challenges of the Ma-
rines, specifically in regard to transportation issues 
and the impacts of combat. Until then, the Marines 
were surviving on the island with help from Turner’s 
amphibious forces, who sent what they could when 
they could. Summarized by Halsey: “The whole logis-
tic problem in the South Pacific in these early days 
was accomplished by guess and by God.”134 After his 
return to Noumea, Calhoun immediately set out to 
solve these issues and implemented a new throughput 
system throughout the South Pacific. By the end of 
November, Calhoun delivered a tank farm to Guadal-
canal and established a fuel delivery schedule to the 
island. He even delivered Thanksgiving turkeys to the 
Marines.135 Immensely grateful, Halsey submitted Cal-
houn for the Legion of Merit and credited him for the 
reorganization of the Service force and the fulfillment 
of logistical support to the Marines on Guadalcanal.136 
Calhoun’s organized throughput system, designed to 
be less reactive, enabled the Marines to move beyond 
merely surviving to thriving. 

Following the change in leadership and priorities, 
the final change in Noumea that proved consequential 
was the change in management of shore logistics. Due 
to their increasing presence, on 16 November, Halsey 
turned over control of this critical throughput node 
to the Army. Prior to this, each Service competed for 
space, facilities, equipment, and labor—the epitome 
of inefficiency. Under unified control, Army brigadier 
general Raymond E. S. Williamson focused his com-
mand each day on the efficient loading and unload-
ing of cargo for the entire port. When he took over, 
37 ships floated at anchor with 88,000 tons of cargo 
waiting to be unloaded. During his first month, an-
other 52 ships were added to that number. Effectively 
resourced with trained personnel and reinforced with 
enough manpower that included the fully manned 

133 Calhoun to Secretary of the Navy, 10 September 1953, Papers of Wil-
liam F. Halsey, box 15, Special Correspondence, Library of Congress. 
134 Halsey to the Secretary of the Navy, 29 September 1953, Papers of 
William F. Halsey, box 13, Special Correspondence, Library of Congress.
135 Halsey to Nimitz, 29 November 1942. 
136 Legion of Merit presented to VAdm William L. Calhoun, Papers of 
William F. Halsey, box 13, Special Correspondence, Library of Congress.

port company, combat troops awaiting orders, Navy 
longshoremen, host-nation workers, and experienced 
port personnel from New Zealand, Williamson suc-
cessfully unloaded two ships per day during his first 
month. Their pace steadily increased as more space 
became available in and around Noumea, and they 
more than quadrupled their throughput efficiency in 
three months.137 Halsey summarized his satisfaction 
with this effort in a letter to Nimitz highlighting the 
significant change in six weeks: from unloading 1,500 
tons per day to nearly 10,000.138 

After 124 days on Guadalcanal, this sleek new 
throughput system also enabled Vandegrift and 1st 
Marine Division to finally be relieved by General 
Patch and the Americal Division. On 8 December 
1942, 1st Marine Division bid a final farewell to 1,152 
Marines buried in the Guadalcanal cemetery and left 
Guadalcanal victorious after nearly suffering defeat.139 
Although most of them were so ravaged by malaria 
they had to be assisted onto the transports, these 
Marines lived, survived, and eventually thrived in 
comparison to the Japanese at the end of a logistical 
throughput system that refused to fail.

Conclusion
Operation Watchtower’s success vindicated King and 
his strategic gamble to conquer the Solomon Islands. 
It proved that a timely response is better than a per-
fect response, and Vandegrift reinforced that stance 
in a lecture at the Pentagon two months after he de-
parted Guadalcanal.140 Once achieved, victory at Gua-
dalcanal halted the Japanese and knocked them back 
to defense, a position they maintained for the remain-
der of the war. Strategically, it secured the sea lines of 
communication between the United States and Aus-
tralia. Operationally, it provided an advanced naval 
base and forward airfield that enabled U.S. forces to 

137 “47,808 short tons in November to 138,085 in December and 213,982 
in January.” Leighton and Coakley, Global Logistics and Strategy, 1940–43, 
402–3.
138 Halsey to Nimitz, 11 January 1943, Papers of William F. Halsey, box 15, 
Special Correspondence, Library of Congress. 
139 Frank, Guadalcanal, 521. 
140 Vandegrift, “Lecture on the Guadalcanal Campaign,” 4 February 1943, 
RG 38, Records of the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, World 
War II Oral Histories, Interviews, and Statements, NARA.
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begin an island-hopping campaign into the Gilbert, 
Marshall, and Mariana Islands. Tactically, it proved 
the United States was able to stand toe-to-toe with 
the Japanese and defeat them in fierce jungle warfare. 
Perhaps more importantly, Watchtower provided an 
expensive set of lessons to be applied for all future 
operations in the Pacific. Because the response was 
rushed and far from perfect, many of the lessons ap-
plied to the art and science of logistics. Most of these 
logistical lessons ring true today. 

While Marines and sailors were still fighting and 
dying on and around Guadalcanal, the Army executed 
its own amphibious operation in North Africa in No-
vember 1942. Even with the benefit of lessons learned 
from the Marines on Guadalcanal, the Army proved 
the challenges of combat loading and ship-to-shore 
logistics would be hard to learn, and they too dealt 
with “defective plans, delays, and confusion,” as well 
as inexperienced personnel.141 Perhaps more acutely 
aware of their recent struggles, the Navy and Marine 
Corps implemented many changes while planning for 
their next major amphibious operation to seize Tar-
awa. Still far from perfect, the emphasis on combat 
loading, better prioritization of landing craft, and ef-
ficient use of manpower proved learning had occurred 
and paid dividends. As the island-hopping campaign 
followed its course across the Pacific toward the 
Japanese home islands, Marines, sailors, and soldiers 
steadily embraced the challenges of logistics and 
honed their skills. By the time MacArthur returned to 
the Philippines, combat loading, ship-to-shore logis-
tics, and throughput became second nature. Aided by 
a reinvigorated throughput system stretching all the 
way back to the U.S. mainland, backed by a weapon-
ized industrial base that provided a seemingly infinite 
shipping capacity, and executed by massive shore par-
ties, the Army throughput 11,000 tons of cargo per day 
when they seized Leyte Gulf in October 1944.142 Those 
numbers, when compared to the meager amount the 
Marines brought on shore in August 1942, prove the 

141 Truscott, Command Missions, 83–84. 
142 Ian W. Toll, Pacific War Trilogy, vol. 3, Twilight of the Gods: War in the 
Western Pacific, 1944–1945 (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), 364.

Pacific supply chain was no longer held together by a 
meager shoestring. 

Today, when studying logistics in support of op-
erations against a peer competitor across the world’s 
largest ocean, it is impossible to ignore the lessons 
learned from Guadalcanal. While technology has im-
proved during the last 80 years, many of the logistical 
challenges related to space, time, and force remain the 
same or have increased. The Pacific Ocean and its dis-
tributed islands make it difficult to provide and sustain 
ready forces spread across incredible distances. New 
capabilities extend range and decrease time available 
to respond. Units today will not be afforded the same 
amount of time 1st Marine Division had to deploy 
into theater. Similarly, units cannot expect time to 
train on arrival and commanders will likely be forced, 
like Vandegrift, to prioritize ship loading and sustain-
ment over basic infantry training. Furthermore, units 
must be prepared to live and survive with less than 
perfect logistics and will likely find themselves with 
surplus days on shore while deficit days of supply. 

To thrive, the United States. must maintain an 
interconnected throughput system that stretches all 
the way back to and through the mainland that is 
strengthened by redundancy and relationships. Dur-
ing World War II, the capacity of railroads to con-
nect the East Coast to the West Coast had a direct 
impact on logistics in the Pacific. Ports of origin along 
the nation’s coasts needed strong and well-trained 
logisticians just as much, if not more so, than ports 
of destination, a harsh fact not realized until late in 
1944.143 The scarce supply of capable throughput nodes 
increased the criticality of each node and threatened 
the safety of the convoys reliant on extremely predict-
able resupply routes. Poor relationships with the Free 
French in Noumea had severe consequences on the 
half-starved, malaria-ridden Marines on Guadalcanal. 
Additionally, training for large-scale exercises must 
ensure all personnel understand their role in logistics 
and can participate in its fulfillment instead of simu-
lating or assuming logistics during large-scale fleet ex-

143 Thomas B. Buell and Walter M. Whitehill, Collection on Ernest J. 
King, Naval Historical Collection, box 19, MSC 037.2, Research Materi-
als: Logistics and General Policy, U.S. Naval War College. 
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ercises. This problem existed during the FLEXs of the 
1930s and continues today. To ensure logisticians are 
prepared to enjoy the resounding silence of a job well-
done, they must be challenged in training environ-
ments that stress the complicated balance between the 
art and science of logistics so they can do more than 

just enough when it truly matters. During the contest 
for Guadalcanal, just-enough throughput operations 
prevented failure and ensured success. Combat load-
ing, beach operations, and port operations enabled 
the Marines to live, survive, and eventually thrive 
despite the mass of chaos, confusion, and cornflakes.

•1775•



30

“Ready”
THE U.S .  MARINE CORPS RESERVE,  1960–1964

By Bradford Wineman, PhD

Abstract: In the years following the Korean War, the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve devolved into an era of neglect 
and ambivalence after its chaotic mobilization in 1950 and subsequent uncertain role in President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower’s “New Look” military. However, in 1960, two Marine Reserve directors and a cohort of reform-
minded mid-grade officers began a movement to revitalize the Reserve into a combat-ready organization able 
to assist the nation in any upcoming crisis. Primarily using articles in the Marine Corps Gazette, these officers 
initiated a campaign within the Reserves to prioritize combat readiness by focusing on better training, improv-
ing recruiting and retention, working with the active component and fostering better relations with civilian 
communities. By 1964, this effort of professional discourse and reform had revitalized the Marine Reserves into a 
reliable and competent fighting unit finally poised to fulfill their mission of operational readiness for the Corps 
and the Department of Defense. 
Keywords: Marine Corps Reserve, ready Reserve, readiness, reform

Dr. Bradford Wineman is a professor of military history at Marine 
Corps Command and Staff College, Marine Corps University. He has 
served as field historian in the Marine Corps History Division, as an 
editorial board member of Marine Corps History journal, and published 
several articles on the Marine Corps during the Cold War. 
https://doi.org/10.35318/mch.2026110202

During the first half of the twentieth century, 
the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve earned a repu-
tation for combat effectiveness equal to their 

counterparts in the active duty forces. During the two 
world wars and the Korean War, Marine Reserve forc-
es answered the call for mobilization and served with 
distinction in each of the conflicts. But by the 1960s, 
shifts in America’s defense strategy forced the Re-
serves to reevaluate both their organization and place 
in the national security structure. President John F. 
Kennedy’s policy of “flexible response” against com-
munism called for a substantial peacetime military 
force capable of speedy mobilization and deployment. 
The United States could not assume it would have the 
extended time to build up to a full mobilization as it 
had during the world wars. The Marine Reserve artic-
ulated its response to this new initiative by engaging 

in intellectual discourse in professional journals, most 
specifically the Marine Corps Gazette, about the need 
to prepare the Reserve forces during the early years of 
the 1960s. From 1953 to 1959, the Gazette had only pub-
lished five articles pertaining to Reserve issues. How-
ever, between 1960 and 1964, Marine officers authored 
85 articles and opinion pieces in the journal focusing 
exclusively on the training and preparation of the Ma-
rine Reserve for the next major conflict. Although the 
Gazette had historically given most of its time to the 
active duty component, it had now become a forum 
for reservists to make their case for becoming a viable 
part of the Corps and Department of Defense’s plan 
for national readiness. 

The inspiration for this reform to the Marine 
Reserve was prompted by the experience of the Ko-
rean War mobilization a decade prior. The invasion of 
North Korean forces across the 38th parallel on 25 June 
1950 caught both the active and Reserve components 
of the Marine Corps both undermanned and unpre-
pared to mobilize in response. Active duty numbers 
had dropped to below 75,000, with only a fraction of 
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those Marines ready for a combat deployment. Since 
General Douglas MacArthur had demanded a full Ma-
rine division as part of his planned amphibious land-
ing at Inchon, Marine leadership had to hastily draw 
from the Reserves to meet the manpower needs of the 
operation. However, the Organized Reserve (drilling 
units) were also woefully under strength at less than 
40,000, which forced the activation of members from 
the Volunteer Reserve to meet the manning require-
ment (more than 20,000 by October).1 These Marines 
were not in drilling status and were part of the civil-
ian workforce (equivalent to the Inactive Ready Re-
serve today), only having their names on a roster for 
national emergencies. By early August, thousands of 
reservists poured into Camp Pendleton, California, 
creating an administrative and logistical nightmare 
for commanders who had to both organize and ready 
for combat this ad hoc group, some of whom had little 
or no formal training.2 

In spite of the chaos of the mobilization, the 1st 
Marine Division, which took part in Operation Chro-
mite, consisted of 20 percent reservists.3 The Marine 
Corps, however, would continue to rely heavily on its 
Reserve forces for the remainder of the Korean con-
flict to supplement the undersized active force. From 
1951 to 1953, the total numbers of both the ground 
and aviation components were comprised of between 
one-third and one-half mobilized reservists.4 Once 
the conflict ended, the Marine Reserve found itself 
lodged in an institutional and organizational quag-
mire. While reservists had distinguished themselves in 
combat during the Korean conflict, their experience 
exposed the fragility of the broader Reserve structure. 
The overwhelming numbers of World War II veter-
ans that filled the ranks of these Reserve units and 

1 William P. McCahill, ed., The Marine Corps Reserve: A History (Washing-
ton, DC: Division of Reserve, Headquarters Marine Corps, 1966), 168.
2 Bradford Wineman, “Force in Not So Readiness: The Mobilization of 
the Marine Reserve during the Korean War,” Leatherneck 99 (September 
2016), 16–20. 
3 Forrest L. Marion and Jon T. Hoffman, Forging a Total Force: The Evolu-
tion of the Guard and Reserve (Washington, DC: Historical Office, Office 
of the Secretary of Defense, 2018), 39. 
4 Ernest H. Giusti, Mobilization of the Marine Corps Reserve in the Korean 
Conflict, 1950–1951 (Washington, DC: Historical Branch, G-3 Division, 
Headquarters Marine Corps, 1967), 18–26.

individual replacements helped to disguise the over-
all unpreparedness of the organization. The director 
of the Marine Reserve, Brigadier General William W. 
Stickney, lamented in 1957 that “it was never consid-
ered until the Korean emergency vividly illustrated 
the cost to the nation of the lack of a military train-
ing system, in terms of human unfairness and military 
unpreparedness.”5 Realizing that reliance on inactive 
veterans would not solve the military’s manpower 
needs for the next conflict, the directors of the Ma-
rine Reserve of the late 1950s, Major Generals Stick-
ney, Alan Shapley, and Thomas Ennis, took the lessons 
learned from Korea and focused on a new training ini-
tiative for Reserve forces to ensure the same mistake 
would not happen again. 

The path to reform post-Korea Marine Reserves 
was daunting. While both the Department of Defense 
and the Marine Corps made vociferous mandates to 
maintain a viable and ready Reserve force, the budget 
restrictions of the mid-1950s drastically inhibited this 
effort. Historian William P. McCahill notes that dur-
ing this era the demands “to reduce operating costs” 
for Reserve units caused numerous “problems with 
maintaining readiness.”6 The cutbacks in funding and 
recuperation from wartime deployments demanded 
a mass reorganization of units and notable downsiz-
ing of infrastructure. The high turnover of person-
nel prompted by a sizable postwar exodus of combat 
veterans left many rosters undermanned. Units also 
struggled with growing numbers of nonparticipating 
members in the Organized Reserve as attendance for 
monthly drills and annual training became increas-
ingly inconsistent. 

However, Congress did pass the Reserve Forces 
Act of 1955, which doubled the size of the National 
Ready Reserve from 1.5 million to 2.9 million and gave 
the president authority to mobilize 1 million Ready 
Reserves in times of national emergency. The legis-
lation also revamped various manpower policies for 
better accession and training of Reserve Forces. The 
act allowed draftees the option of serving six years in 

5 BGen W. W. Stickney, “The Marine Corps Reserve, Part 3,” Marine Corps 
Gazette 41, no. 12 (December 1957): 36. 
6 McCahill, The Marine Corps Reserve, 183–84. 
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the Reserve instead of two years active duty and re-
quired reservists to receive active-duty basic training 
and attend 48 drills annually, as well as standardized 
requirements for Reserve officers.7 The directors of 
the Marine Reserve spent the remainder of the decade 
using these changes as the framework for their overall 
reform efforts, hoping their implementation would 
resolve their distressing manpower issues. 

This implementation, left to the individual Ser-
vices to execute, remained slow and uneven during 
the remainder of the decade, extending the malaise 
and discontent in the Marine Reserve. This insouci-
ance toward the Reserve’s mission and training was 
most notably reflected in the minimal attention given 
to Reserve issues in the Marines’ professional journal, 
the Marine Corps Gazette. Major General Stickney pro-
vided the only input on Reserve topics in the Gazette 
between 1955 and 1960 in a four-part series examining 
the Marine Reserve’s history in 1957–58. In his final 
article, Stickney summarized his historical narra-
tive with an impassioned call for greater investment 
in Reserve forces, particularly in the face of active-
duty downsizing of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s 
“New Look” reforms. He insisted that for every reduc-
tion in Marine active forces, “we must have really well-
trained and combat ready reserves to fill the breach.”8 
There had to be collective action from within the Re-
serve force to make this happen.  

Although the Reserve directors acknowledged 
the need for reforms in the late 1950s, it was not until 
1960 that this need captured the attention of a wider 
audience within the Corps. In fact, 1 January of that 
year marked not only a new decade but also new ini-
tiative for the Reserve with the appointment of a new 
director, Brigadier General William T. Fairbourn. He 
wasted little time in expressing his intentions. Under 
his direction, the January issue of the Gazette included 
the first in a monthly column called The Marine Re-
serve in which Fairbourn gave a one-page summary of 
the Reserve’s progress in achieving operational readi-

7 Reserve Forces Act of 1955, Pub. L. No. 84-305 (1955).
8 BGen W. W. Stickney, “The Marine Corps Reserve, Part 4,” Marine 
Corps Gazette 42, no. 1 (January 1958): 47.

ness.9 Not coincidently, the corollary article series 
“Report from the Ready Forces” featured the Volun-
teer Reserve as the first Marine unit examined before 
all active-duty divisions and air wings, demonstrating 
the importance of the Reserve’s place in the grand mo-
bilization plan.10 Fairbourn used the Gazette to make 
his training directive clear and explicit to all Marine 
readers. In his first Marine Reserve column, he quoted 
Commandant David M. Shoup—“Never before has 
our dependence upon the reserves been so great”—as 
a mandate not only to compel these organizational 
changes but to make the entire military community 
aware of the Reserve’s progress.11

Eager to commence his readiness campaign, Fair-
bourn set out to revamp his force’s training methods 
to best fit this emphasis on combat preparedness. 
Through the Gazette, both the Volunteer and Orga-
nized Reserve became the topics of numerous sugges-
tions and innovations from enthusiastic officers and 
noncommissioned officers (NCOs) wanting to rem-
edy the post–Korean War stagnation in the Reserve 
system.12 These articles reflected the transition from 
simply planning and legislation to definitive action in 
improving the Reserve’s operational readiness. Fair-
bourn examined all of the “trouble areas” in need of 
attention and narrowed his focus to three key reforms 
to enhance the Organized Reserve: the Six-Month 

9 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 44, 
no. 3 (March 1960): 49. The column’s title changed to Marine Corps Re-
serve in 1961.
10 Maj M. D. Cooke, “Report from the Ready Forces: The Volunteer Re-
serve—Part One, Training for M-Day,” Marine Corps Gazette 44, no. 1 
(January 1960): 36–38, hereafter “Training for M-Day.”
11 Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, March 1960, 49.
12 Semiannual Report of the Secretary of the Navy and the Semiannual Re-
ports of the Secretary of the Army, Secretary of the Navy, and the Secretary of 
the Air Force, July 1 to December 31 (Washington, DC: Department of the 
Navy, 1956), 180–81. The Marine Corps Reserve during this time was 
composed of two training categories: Volunteer and Organized. The 
Volunteer Reserve (a.k.a. Class III) was largely made up of former active 
duty personnel available for mobilization who served without pay. Their 
units, Volunteer Training Units (VTUs) provided training at a mini-
mum expense for those unable to join the Organized unit. The Orga-
nized Reserve (Class II) attended paid monthly drills and were supposed 
to function as normal combat units. Mobilization organization designa-
tions overlapped these two categories. The Ready Reserve included re-
servists to be called in the first six months of a general mobilization. All 
those left over constituted the Standby Reserve, which was unlimited 
in size. Confusingly, the Volunteer Reserve consisted of a portion of the 
Ready Reserve and the entire Standby Reserve. 
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Training Program, creation of smaller units, and the 
implementation of the “multiple drill” schedule.13

Even though the Marine Reserve had existed for 
nearly half a century, it still had no organized system 
for bringing new, nonveteran recruits into Reserve 
units. A remedy to this problem, inspired by the post-
Korea downsizing, came in the form of the Six-Month 
Training Program created by the Armed Forces Re-
serve Act of 1955. As stipulated in the legislation, the 
program required all newly enlisted reservists to per-
form the first six months of their contract on active 
duty to complete basic, combat, and occupational 
training. After this, these Marines were contracted 
for five and a half years of obligatory service on Re-
serve status. Trainees would participate in the same 
recruit programs as their active counterparts to create 
a uniform standard of training and professionalism. 
The program also allowed Reserve units to dedicate 
more time to training at higher operational levels 
and to spend less time on bringing trainees up to the 
minimum level. Fairbourn reassured skeptics that 
“our Reserve units are constantly growing in stature 
and purpose—and our Six-Month trainees are grow-
ing right along with their units.”14 Once these trainees 
proved their competence and ability in their Reserve 
units, commanders could focus on broader training 
goals.

Again, learning from the lessons of Korea, Fair-
bourn reinforced the need for a large number of small 
units rather than a handful of large ones. Small unit 
structure allowed for less complicated mobilization 
procedures and made it possible to give more per-
sonal attention to the fundamental details of military 
training. To make this happen, several units had to 
be either trimmed down or refitted. Between 1960 
and 1962, Fairbourn reorganized or redesignated more 
than one-half of the Reserve’s 218 ground units to bet-
ter prepare them for entering combat alongside the 

13 Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, March 1960, 49.
14 Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, March 1960, 49; and Maj T. Owens 
and Capt J. A. Everett, “Report from the Ready Forces: The Organized 
Reserve—Part One, Combat Readiness,” Marine Corps Gazette 44, no. 10 
(October 1960): 40–42. Owens and Everett claimed there were skeptics 
of the Six-Month Program, but who those skeptics were and over what 
remains unclear. 

active units in the next conflict. Unit location proved 
just as key to the reorganization process, as reform-
ers suggested the need to consider home armory loca-
tions in the readiness equation. Captain Leon Dure 
III’s May 1960 article “Reserve Regiments” proposed a 
geographic reorganization of Ready Reserve divisions 
to better utilize command, communications, and 
training assets in each region. This would allow for a 
reduction in surplus staffs and eliminate the need for 
larger, self-supporting units through the sharing of re-
sources.15 Once these units enacted these reconfigura-
tions, Commandant Shoup praised the reorganization 
process of the Reserve in his 1962 annual message and 
lauded the movement’s contribution toward mobili-
zation readiness by pledging, “We will continue to re-
orient and to streamline our organizational structure 
and to update our equipment for Reserve units.”16

The Volunteer Reserve also instituted several 
other structural changes that better incorporated its 
forces into the larger mission to combat readiness. In 
April 1959, director of Marine Reserve Major General 
Alan Shapley convened a board to improve the Volun-
teer Reserve, specifically the Volunteer Training Units 
(VTUs). The board initiated the first major effort to 
improve the readiness of VTUs since their creation. 
Their recommendations included a requirement for 
attending 24 drills per year, placing all members of the 
VTUs into the Ready Reserve, and ensuring that each 
individual unit selected a specialty in which to train. 
Gazette articles examining the readiness of the Volun-
teer Reserve also suggested a more thorough screening 
of personnel to elicit maximum mobilization poten-
tial for all members and enforcing mandatory par-
ticipation for all Marines enlisted in volunteer units.17 
The board’s analysis of the Volunteer Reserve’s com-
bat readiness confidently predicted that their force 
would soon “take its place shoulder-to-shoulder with 

15 Capt L. Dure III, “Reserve Regiments,” Marine Corps Gazette 44, no. 5 
(May 1960): 48.
16 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 46, 
no. 1 (January 1962): 58.
17 Cooke, “Training for M-Day,” 38; BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine 
Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 46, no. 7 (July 1962): 51; and BGen 
W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 45, no. 10 
(October 1961): 14.
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the Organized Reserve in the mobilization readiness 
picture.”18

Fairbourn’s reorganization plan took its next 
step in 1962 with the creation of an entire ground unit 
and air wing made solely of Reserve forces: the 4th 
Marine Division and 4th Marine Aircraft Wing. Func-
tioning as its own consolidated division and air wing, 
Reserve forces could now train in conjunction with 
active duty units and also be deployed in similar fash-
ion.19 With major organizational changes completed 
by the summer of 1962, Marine Reserve commanders 
focused their efforts on the more complex challenges 
of training, personnel, morale, and the formation of 
a mobilization standard operating procedure (SOP).

The completion of Reserve unit restructuring 
and reorganization allowed commanders to turn their 
attention toward creating a more solidified train-
ing agenda. Senior officers remained in agreement 
that the “first priority in Reserve training goes to M-
Day—nationwide mobilization for all-out war.”20 The 
catchphrase “M-Day” routinely emerged in the jour-
nal articles during this period and succeeded in giving 
commanders a definitive goal to target their training. 
Their preparation also centered on studying the Re-
serve activation in the Korean War as the definitive 
case study. Determined not to repeat the same errors 
made in 1950–51, Commandant Shoup’s 1962 annual 
message highlighted “readiness as a keynote” and out-
lined his intention to ensure that the Reserve’s “new 
streamlined organization (was) capable of immediate 
mount-out in event of mobilization.”21 Contributors 

18 Capt F. M. Nelson and Capt J. A. Everett, “Report from the Ready 
Forces—Part Two: Programs to Improve Readiness,” Marine Corps Ga-
zette 44, no. 1 (January 1960): 42.
19 U.S. Marine Corps Reserve: The First 50 Years (Washington, DC: Govern-
ment Publishing Office, 1966), 30–31.
20 “Reserve Officers–The New Picture,” Marine Corps Gazette 45, no. 3 
(March 1961): 3.
21 Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, January 1962, 58. While the Marine 
Reserve served with distinction in Korea, a growing number of officers 
in Marine Corps Headquarters considered the mobilization process far 
from successful. The most blatant shortcoming was the individual re-
servists’ unpreparedness for deployment. The Marine Corps Reserve’s 
official history noted that “the call-up had created a measure of resent-
ment” among organized and retired reservists who were caught off-
guard by the mobilization. The enormity and quickness of the call-up 
also found the administrative and logistics of Reserve units unprepared 
as well. See U.S. Marine Corps Reserve, 181.

to the Gazette took on this challenge and addressed a 
wide range of topics that had to be considered by all 
Marine reservists in anticipation of being recalled for 
another war and often went beyond simply ensuring 
readiness for combat.

To resolve the administrative complications in-
herent to the short notice of a national emergency 
mobilization, Fairbourn initiated a program to issue 
advance mobilization orders for Reserve officers in 
the fall of 1960. Advanced orders eliminated the po-
tential backlog due to postal services if orders had 
been mailed out during a general mobilization and 
also avoided delays in releasing orders in the event of 
an attack on the United States. Officers who received 
these advance orders now knew ahead of time if they 
would be called during the first month of the general 
mobilization and could prepare for an immediate de-
parture. Fairbourn’s October 1960 column published 
a facsimile of the new Mobilization Orders Card, 
perforated in the middle so half could be signed and 
returned to the commander of Marine Training Re-
serve by the Reserve officer and the other half would 
be retained at all times as his checklist of where to re-
port and his new billet.22 By February 1962, Fairbourn 
issued these advanced “hip pocket” orders to enlisted 
personnel as well. Again, he touted the advantages of 
how the advance notice would allow Marines “time 
for wrapping up loose ends” and would minimize the 
overall administrative “confusion and cacophony.”23

The training emphasis of mobilization placed a 
greater responsibility on the individual Marine. Cap-
tain Carl R. Venditto challenged his reservist readers 
to think seriously about their plan of action in case 
of mobilization. Using the same tactics as the Com-
mandant and Reserve directors, Venditto composed 
an article focusing on “recall horror stories” from Ko-
rea involving reservists shipping off immediately after 
their honeymoons or in the middle of college semes-
ters. He hoped cautionary tales such as these would 
motivate reservists to think about such preparatory 

22 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 44, 
no. 10 (October 1960): 36.
23 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, The Marine Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 46, 
no. 2 (February 1962): 58.
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necessities as will writing, life insurance, bill payment 
and the like. His suggestions also included such practi-
cal measures as carrying a wallet-size checklist cover-
ing all of the necessary items to consider in the event 
of a mobilization.24 This demand for individual readi-
ness in the event of a major conflict transcended the 
differences between active duty and Reserve Marines. 
Letters from regular unit commanders, such as Major 
Robert E. Barde of the 1st Marine Division, praised 
Venditto’s advice stating, “Every troop leader should 
become familiar with the contents of this article.”25

Columns in the Marine Corps Association Newslet-
ter also examined Reserve mobilization but within a 
broader context and used more recent examples to 
urge flexibility. Several newsletter articles in 1962 
translated the new Reserve mobilization SOP in plain 
terms for its readers, explaining the specifics of which 
Class II and III units would go where and when. They 
frequently referenced President John F. Kennedy’s call 
for the Reserve during the 1961 Berlin Crisis and re-
peatedly warned of the possibilities of “a limited war 
like Korea,” or a “Korean type call up” to keep reserves 
prepared for a “partial mobilization.”26 Reserve battal-
ions, particularly in the Class III Reserve, continued to 
update their rosters to screen out those not attending 
drill and those who were physically unqualified (an-
other reaction to problems with the Korean War re-
call). The Department of Defense then took advantage 
of those Marines dropped from rosters by giving them 
assignments to local, state, and national civil defense 
programs. This plan allowed standby and retired re-
servists to still contribute to national defense in time 
of war without being mobilized. This preparation was 
also reflected logically as Brigadier General Ronald R. 
Van Stockum noted that the Marine Reserve modern-

24 Capt Carl R. Venditto, “Recall and You,” Marine Corps Gazette 46, no. 
9 (September 1962): 43–47. This article was subtitled, “Nuts and Bolts 
Advice on What to Do before You’re Called to Go to War. Though Writ-
ten for the Reserves, It’s What All Marines (and Their Wives) Need to 
Know.”
25 Maj R. E. Barde, letter to the editor, “In the Money,” Marine Corps 
Gazette 46, no. 12 (December 1962): 8.
26 “Recall and You,” Marine Corps Gazette 46, no. 10 (October 1962): 1; 
“Mobilization Plan,” Marine Corps Association Newsletter 46, no. 6 (June 
1962): 7; and “Reserve Strength,” Marine Corps Association Newsletter 46, 
no. 6 (June 1962): 7.

ized its procurement system to ensure Reserve units 
would be issued the exact equipment as their active 
counterparts. By 1964, the Reserve director argued to 
high-level Marine leaders that the Reserve’s logistical 
system was so sound that it could prevent equipment 
combat losses in whatever situation for which they 
were deployed.27

With the improvement of unit organization and 
Reserve recruit training, reformers turned their at-
tention to the methodology of home armory training 
and its execution. Prior to 1959, many Reserve units 
treated drills apathetically, more often meeting one 
evening a month for rudimentary classroom instruc-
tion and multiple coffee breaks. Headquarters had 
encouraged the practice of multiple drills (i.e., single 
drills back to back for longer training) but Lieuten-
ant Colonel Cecil E. Moore noted that such “pressure 
was oral and unofficial.”28 Moore emphasized the need 
for mandatory multiple drills to create more oppor-
tunities for field training instead of armory instruc-
tion. “Multiple drills,” he added, “also give troops the 
feeling of being full-time members of the team—not 
bench sitters.”29 Once-a-month drills also took ad-
vantage of better-trained junior Marines (Six-Month 
Training Program) and better-organized ground units 
to create more realistic combat training exercises.

Many Reserve officers embraced the new empha-
sis on back-to-back drills as the key to developing the 
combat readiness of their units. The Gazette published 
a number of articles targeted at mid-grade officers 
to encourage more productive drill weekend opera-
tions. Similar articles written by operation officers 
Lieutenant Colonel Moore and Major Paul E. Godfrey 
provided unit commanders and training staffs with 
step-by-step directions on planning a highly effective 
field training exercise. Moore acknowledged the over-
whelming challenges in planning due to the newness 
of the weekend drill concept and lack of experience 
of all of those involved. However, he viewed these is-

27 BGen R. R. Van Stockum, “Reserve Report,” Marine Corps Gazette 48, 
no. 3 (March 1964): 51.
28 LtCol C. E. Moore, “Better Reserve Training,” Marine Corps Gazette 44, 
no. 4 (Apri11960): 51.
29 Moore, “Better Reserve Training,” 51.
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sues with organizing personnel, logistics, and equip-
ment as “objectives, not problems.”30 Godfrey’s article 
described the more ambitious side of Reserve training 
by explaining how to plan a combined Reserve exer-
cise comprising multiple air and ground units during 
one weekend drill, using his own experiences as exam-
ples. Both Marines stressed identical key issues in their 
how-to approach toward commanders: detailed early 
planning, increased information flow between units 
and within units, sound logistics and communication 
coordination, and a system of valuation and critique. 
While their articles focused on the minuscule details 
of arranging a short field exercise, they also kept their 
higher mission in mind, agreeing that “mobilization 
readiness has been achieved through greater emphasis 
on unit and individual training.”31

Fairbourn hoped to leave as one of his many lega-
cies to change the paradigm of “home armory” drills 
into a more productive concept. He aspired to have 
every unit participate in the most realistic training 
possible during their drill weekends. His columns 
explained how units worked in a diverse array of cli-
mates and traveled great distances to “get to the ge-
ography in which they were likely to fight” on their 
field exercise. He applauded commanders for creating 
training operations where the troops could get dirty 
in combat-like situations.32 Similar articles describing 
Reserve units training in snow, bayous, deserts, and 
the black of night appeared more frequently in the 
pages of the Gazette after 1960. Fairbourn also com-
mended commanders’ efforts to train with units from 
other Services, particularly the Air Force and Naval 
Reserve forces, as a way to initiate Joint Service am-
phibious landing operations with close air support. 
Fairbourn’s staff also kept a close eye on the training 
of Class III (Volunteer) units and their mobilization 
preparation. While not physically going on field op-
erations, VTUs supported both active duty and Or-
ganized Reserve units by performing administrative 

30 Moore, “Better Reserve Training,” 50–53; and Maj P. E. Godfrey, “Plan-
ning a Combined Reserve Exercise,” Marine Corps Gazette 45, no. 8 (Au-
gust 1961): 46–50.
31 Moore, “Better Reserve Training,” 52.
32 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 46, 
no. 3 (March 1962): 55.

tasks, conducting classes and workshops, organizing 
the larger combat exercises, and participating in the 
Secretary of the Navy’s Reserve Policy Board. In fall 
1961, after President Kennedy addressed the nation 
on the current situation with the Berlin Crisis, thou-
sands of active and retired reservists contacted Ma-
rine Reserve Headquarters to volunteer their services. 
Regardless of their active or inactive status, Fairbourn 
celebrated their enthusiastic commitment by boast-
ing, “Our reservists know what is expected of them 
and will act accordingly.”33 

Suggestions on improving the Reserve’s two-
week annual training (AT) naturally complemented 
the efforts to create better home armory training in 
the journals. Both Reserve directors Fairbourn and 
Van Stockum emphasized the need for Reserve units 
to participate in the most realistic combat training 
exercises available for their summer ATs. Van Stoc-
kum pressed particularly hard for this goal by dedicat-
ing the majority of his Marine Corps Reserve column 
summaries to the upcoming AT operations in late 
1962 and in early 1963. He emphasized the necessity 
of getting the maximum amount of training out of AT 
within the restrictions of the limited amount of time 
available. He also expressed that AT provided an op-
portunity for individual Marines to apply the benefits 
from the hard work they had put into their weekend 
drills. “If reservists are to pass the test of annual field 
training this summer, they must learn something new 
and apply what they already know,” he stated, “they 
must utilize every moment of training time available, 
but mobilization readiness constantly in mind.”34 
More importantly, he sought to build on the objec-
tives set by his predecessor Fairbourn by encourag-
ing more combined arms exercises as well as training 
involving both air and ground units. This emphasis 
on more combat-like training increased the number 
of reservists training with active-duty units at active 
duty installations.35

33 Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, October 1961, 14.
34 BGen R. R. Van Stockum, “Stand by for Summer Training,” Marine 
Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 47, no. 6 (June 1963): 19.
35 Van Stockum, “Stand by for Summer Training,” 19.
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The trend of Joint active-reserve training began 
in the summer of 1960 when the Reserve Air Wing as 
Marine Helicopter Transport Squadron 767 (HMR-
767), a reserve squadron from New Orleans, Louisi-
ana, merged with regular squadron HMR-361 of Santa 
Ana, California, for a combined operation at Marie 
Corps Air Station El Toro, California. Captain Mau-
rice Dantin’s article in the Gazette detailed the exer-
cise. He concluded that if this experience was any 
indication, the Marine Corps should consider merg-
ing training for the entire Reserve program.36 Coop-
erative training spread rapidly through the air wing as 
Reserve units increased their visits to active-duty air 
stations to take advantage of more realistic operations 
and to share the equipment, facilities, and gear they 
would need for mobilization. Fairbourn proposed 
similar opportunities for ground units by pushing the 
“host unit system,” where an active-duty unit would 
invite a collection of Reserve units to its base to train 
side by side for their summer AT. Captain C. A. Boyd 
Jr.’s January 1960 article, “Mobilize and Mix,” pro-
posed a merger training program that had a Reserve 
unit perform a mock mobilization and active-duty 
facility for the first two days of their AT to accustom 
them to working with “unfamiliar” active-duty faces 
as they would during an actual mobilization.37 Fair-
bourn celebrated these operations, stating that “some-
day, regulars and reservists may again fight it from the 
same foxhole. They need to be trained as a team.”38

Fairbourn’s foxhole metaphor represented a par-
allel effort that accompanied the endorsements for 
more merger training. As this increased functional in-
teraction between active and Reserve units reinforced 
one of the Reserve’s institutional goals of mobiliza-
tion readiness, Marines from both sides attempted 
to foster a better social relationship between the two 
organizations. While merger operations specifically 
targeted the practical need to provide more intense 
combat training for reservists, they also sought to in-

36 Capt Maurice Dantin, “Merger Training for Air Reservists,” Marine 
Corps Gazette 45, no. 5 (May 1961): 42–43.
37 Capt C. A. Boyd Jr., “Mobilize and Mix,” Marine Corps Gazette 44, no. 
1 (January 1960): 65.
38 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 45, 
no. 6 (June 1961): 49.

crease active-duty confidence in the Reserve program 
and erase the stereotype of the reservists as substan-
dard, part-time combatants. Fairbourn repeatedly 
called for a “bond of mutual respect” and an “attitude 
of oneness” necessary for combat effectiveness of regu-
lars and reservists. Reserve officers also appealed for 
a mutual understanding and encouraged their fellow 
active-duty Marines to familiarize themselves with 
all the Reserve training programs.39 Even retired Re-
serve director Major General Stickney chided the 
active forces, and even civilians, for scorning reserv-
ists as “weekend warriors,” “Thursday night soldiers,” 
and “citizen Marines.” The Reserve component of the 
Marine Corps, he argued, deserved only one moniker: 
“professional.”40 The increased number of Reserve ar-
ticles in professional journals and the commonality of 
merger training fostered a new respect for the Reserve 
program as a viable fighting organization.

To promote professionalism and efficiency in 
Reserve units, the role of inspector-instructor (I-I) 
became paramount.41 Articles written by active-duty 
officers who recently left I-I duty imparted advice 
to those who would eventually begin their tour. Al-
though most of the advice came in the form of “how 
to prepare and survive” manuals, these officers em-
phasized several themes relevant to enhancing Re-
serve unit performance, such as staff communication, 
recruiting, community service, and a cooperative re-
lationship with a Reserve commanding officer.42 This 
last issue drew more attention to the issue when the 
Gazette published a letter from an outgoing officer 
to his incoming Reserve commanding officer that 
imparted a great deal of practical advice on how to 
get the most productivity from his troops, maintain 

39 LtCol E. B. Dane Jr., “Regulars Owe It to Themselves,” Know Your 
Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 47, no. 7 (July 1963): 52.
40 MajGen W. W. Stickney, “USMC . . . Amateur or Professional?,” Marine 
Corps Gazette 42, no. 11 (November 1959): 12.
41 The I-I staff of a Marine Reserve unit consisted of active duty person-
nel who oversaw the day-to-day operation of the unit during the week 
and served as advisors to reservists during their weekend drill periods. 
The I-I staff usually comprised only 10 percent of a unit’s T/O (total 
personnel).
42 Capt T. G. Davis, “Prepare for I-I,” Marine Corps Gazette 46, no. 6 (June 
1962): 44–47; Maj Stanley G. Tribe Jr., “I-I: Another Look,” Marine Corps 
Gazette 48, no. 9 (September 1964): 36–40; and Sgt W. S. Gilbert, “I & I 
Duty: A Challenge,” Marine Corps Gazette 45, no. 4 (April 1961): 62.
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solid communication with the Reserve and chain of 
command, and pursue the best methods to instruct 
reservists. The emphasis especially on the relation-
ship between the Reserve and I-I commander was 
prompted by a professional debate that took place 
in the editorial pages of the Gazette in 1961, debating 
whether it was best for units to be commanded by an 
I-I or a Reserve commanding officer.43 By the end of 
the discussion, contributors agreed that the Reserve 
commanders should command the unit and the I-I 
staff should provide support and cooperation. Direc-
tor Fairbourn, however, called for a collective appre-
ciation of the I-Is’ tireless work by underlining the “20 
different kinds of jobs” they needed to execute during 
a “55 hour work week.”44 The attention drawn to I-I 
staffs in the journals demonstrates the concerns with 
the guidance given to reservists and their preparation 
for the next war instead of using separate chains of 
command as an obstacle. Inspector-instructor and 
Reserve leadership would now work together toward 
providing the most effective training environment for 
their units.

Although the I-I provided guidance from active-
duty experience, Reserve commanders worried about 
the need for the Reserve to develop its own core lead-
ership—in particular competent NCOs and officers 
who could improve the execution of the readiness 
mission and handle the increased operations tempo. 
Fairbourn expressed his hopes in 1960 that the Six-
Month Training Program, now past its infancy, could 
supply the Reserve with its own pool of NCOs. Yet, 
his successors Van Stockum and Brigadier General 
James L. Stewart still complained of a serious short-
age of young company grade officers and experienced 
junior NCOs in nearly every Reserve unit. Van Stoc-

43 Col W. W. Barron, “CO I & I Setup: Anomaly or Good Sense?,” Marine 
Corps Gazette 45, no. 8 (August 1961): 58–59; and Maj E. F. Penico, “One 
CO, One Staff–A Better Reserve,” Marine Corps Gazette 45, no. 8 (August 
1961): 59. In this debate, Marines argued whether Reserve units should 
have an active duty commanding officer from the I-I staff instead of a 
Reserve officer. I-I commander advocates argued their system allowed 
for a greater continuity of command and offered more experience in key 
positions. Dual command supporters asserted that a Reserve command-
ing officer could relate better to his Reserve troops and still maintain 
the high standards of active duty professionalism.
44 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 45, 
no. 4 (April 1961): 57.

kum fumed, “We need young officers to take over the 
future leadership of the reserves as well as experienced 
NCOs.”45 He dedicated three successive columns in 
the Gazette to stressing the junior leadership prob-
lem in the spring of 1963. His final installment rec-
ognized the “overpopulation” of qualified officers at 
higher levels of command because of the large input 
of lieutenants from World War II and Korea who had 
progressively been promoted.46 Since the Six-Month 
Training Program could not produce leadership in 
large enough numbers, both Van Stockum and Stew-
art lobbied commanders in the active Fleet Marine 
Force to take responsibility for remedying the Reserve 
leadership vacuum. Officers and NCOs who had con-
temporaries leaving active duty, according to Stewart, 
“must not fail to make the necessary effort to ensure 
that we may continue to have fine, young junior of-
ficers and NCOs in the Reserve programs.”47

To bolster this campaign, Stewart focused his 
entire subsequent Reserve Report column in the Ga-
zette on teaching how to convince “reluctant” Regulars 
to join the Organized Reserve.48 His suggested selling 
points also appeared in previous journal issues in an 
attempt to accomplish the same task of making the 
Reserve a viable option for experienced Marines from 
the fleet. Several of the early Reserve Report columns 
explained the expanded retirement benefits now af-
forded to reservists with passage of the Reserve Of-
ficer Personnel Act (ROPA) of 1954, which allowed 
the time in Reserve service to accrue toward the stan-
dard retirement after 20 years. ROPA also expanded 
the grade distribution for officers and NCOs, offer-
ing a greater opportunity for Reserve promotions in 
various command billets. Much like in the fleet, the 
Reserve based its officer development on a career 
pattern, with opportunities for staff and command 
positions, higher education, and various duty assign-

45 BGen R. R. Van Stockum, “There’s No Such Thing as an Ex-Marine,” 
Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 47, no. 3 (March 1963): 14.
46 BGen R. R. Van Stockum, “No Room at the Top for Everyone,” Re-
serve Report, Marine Corps Gazette 47, no. 5 (May 1963): 49.
47 BGen J. L. Stewart, Reserve Report, Marine Corps Gazette 48, no. 7 
(July 1964): 55.
48 BGen J. L. Stewart, Reserve Report, Marine Corps Gazette 48, no. 8 
(August 1964): 26. 
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ments. Articles on mobilization stressed the growing 
cooperation of civilian employers toward supporting 
Reserve programs and even encouraging their workers 
to join. The broader goals of better training and rais-
ing the level of professionalism (examined monthly in 
the Gazette) also contributed to the recruiting effort. 
When all else failed, Van Stockum targeted their Ser-
vice pride by referencing the institutional adage that 
“there is no such thing as an ex-Marine” in a Marine 
Corps Reserve column headline and if they did not 
want to “go regular,” they still could be part of the 
Marine “team” in the Reserve.49

While commanders recruited heavily from those 
departing the active-duty ranks in search of experi-
ence and leadership, they also devoted attention to 
the development of their population of junior Ma-
rines from the Six-Month Training Program. Mo-
tivated by Van Stockum’s continual call for “more 
young blue blood” in the Organized Reserve, Gazette 
contributors endeavored to raise the quality of the 
individual Marine reservist, particularly the young 
enlisted personnel. They lobbied vocally for junior 
enlisted reservists to become more military occupa-
tional specialty-proficient and pursue more technical 
training. They encouraged administrative and com-
mand staffs to purge their rosters of “noncommitted” 
Marines with poor drill attendance and focus their 
energies on those motivated and dedicated to service 
in the Reserve. Unit leadership could now prioritize 
training to make their inexperienced junior reservists 
more capable, competent, and prepared. It did not 
take long before the high command began to take no-
tice of the upgrade in personnel standards. Brigadier 
General Fairbourn marveled at the number of college 
graduates serving in the junior enlisted ranks of many 
urban units employing nontechnical military occupa-
tional specialties.50 The Reserve Policy Board noted in 
the DOD Annual Report that thanks to the creation of 
the 4th Marine Division/Wing and commitment to 
better training, the Marine Reserves was for the first 
time ready to have units, rather than just individual 

49 Van Stockum, “There’s No Such Thing as an Ex-Marine,” 14.
50 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 45, 
no. 11 (November 1961): 18.

augmentees, and to be mobilized for active service to 
supplement active forces.”51

Public perception proved to be as vital an ele-
ment of the Marine Reserve’s function as combat 
training and leadership skills. The articles advised 
that I-I staffers all place primary importance on es-
tablishing solid community relations. A high level of 
visibility within the local area bolstered the image 
of the Marine Corps overall but also raised civilian 
awareness of Reserve presence and purpose. A posi-
tive perception of the unit improved support from 
employers who employed reservists and served as an 
instrument of local recruitment for the Six-Month 
Training Program. Inspector-instructor members re-
cruited potential Reserve officers leaving active duty 
by explaining how the unit “community connections” 
could aid them in finding a good job once they ended 
their active commissions.52 Reservists also commit-
ted themselves to productive public relations in their 
hometowns during their drill weekends. Various col-
umns in the Gazette reported instances of units assist-
ing with natural disaster relief, providing city security, 
or, in one case, helping a local law enforcement torch 
an illegal marijuana field.53 The journal highlighted 
how reservists sought to gain as much understand-
ing and support from the civilian population as from 
their active-duty counterparts. One I-I officer warned 
his future successors that “how you conduct yourself 
will have a definitive bearing on what the community 
thinks about the Marine Corps.”54

By the fall of 1964, the attention given to the 
Reserve forces in the Marine Corps Gazette began to 
decline. The Reserve director’s column remained as a 
permanent feature of the journal, but nearly all dis-
course within the Marine Corps focused on the rap-
idly escalating conflict in Vietnam. Yet, the decrease 
in Reserve articles cannot be attributed solely to the 

51 Annual Report of the Secretary of Defense and the Annual Reports of the 
Secretary of the Army, Secretary of the Navy, Secretary of the Air Force: Fiscal 
Year 1962 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1962), 60–61.
52 BGen R. R. Van Stockum, “Active Inactive Reservists Benefit Corps 
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53 BGen W. T. Fairbourn, Marine Corps Reserve, Marine Corps Gazette 46, 
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54 Davis, “Prepare for I-I,” 46. 
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widening of this war. Marine writers who dedicated 
four years of articles, columns, letters, and editorials 
had contributed to the successful mission of reform-
ing the Reserve and bringing it to a higher state of 
combat readiness. The caliber of the 1964 Marine Re-
serve far exceeded the standards and efficiency of the 
previous decade and erased the stigma left after the 
Korean War. More importantly, the Reserve remained 
poised for mobilization during the short but crucial 
period that included the Berlin Crisis, the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, the Dominican Republic uprising, and 
growing unrest in Southeast Asia. Historians such as 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Allan R. Millett have confirmed the impact of these 
four years on revitalizing the Reserve, noting that “the 
reorganization improved the training and equipment’s 
status of Reserve units and have encouraged a sense of 
mission and esprit based on both professional and lo-
cal pride.”55 The movement to reorganize, reform, and 
reinvigorate the Marine Corps Reserve in the early 
1960s, steered by Marines’ contributions to the pro-
fessional journals, succeeded in bringing the Reserve 
to a level of combat effectiveness equal to the regular 
forces and proved itself as a key element of the Marine 
Corps’ force in readiness.
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