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Peleliu, east of the Philippines. T
he 

narrative is one of attritional, sickening 
fighting. O

neof the lllllllY problem
s the 

M
arines bad is that the closer they cam

e 
to the "M

otherland", the m
ore 

fanatically the enem
y fought to defend 

it. D
avid decided to tell the story of the 

Pacific this w
ay-about one unit 

fighting all the w
ay through -follow

ing 
the exam

ple of Stephen A
m

brose's 
Band of Brothers, w

hich looked at the 
progress of a unit from

 the D
·D

ay 
beaches through to victory against 

U
ntilneartheendoftheSecond 

G
ennany.A

sw
ithA

m
brose'sw

ork, 
W

oddW
ar,oncethedefeatof 

therehasalreadybeenatelevision 
N

uiG
erm

anyw
ascertaln,the 

dram
atisationoftheeventsinD

avid's 
w

ar in the Pacific against the Japanese 
book -H

B
O

's The P
acj/ic-but here the 

w
as entirely A

m
erica's struggle. 

details and personalities are set out in a 
Specialising as they did in am

phibious 
chronicle that is part H

ollyw
ood 

· 
operations, the US M

arines played a 
film

-script, but never less than 
vital part in taking the fight directly to 

rigorously researched history. 
the enem

y: one heavily fortified and 
I 

D
avid has a claim

 to be our finest 
unforgivingislandafteranother had to 

\ living m
ilitary historian, w

ith a string of 
be flushed clean of Japanese soldiers, as 

highly acclaim
ed books about a range 

the A
m

ericans m
ade their advance 

of conllic:ls behind him
. For this w

ork 
tow

ards the hom
e islands of Japan. 

\ he has com
bed U

S governm
ent papers 

Saul D
avid's page-turning new

 book 
and accounts w

ritten by the m
en 

focuses on K
 C

om
pany, 3rd B

attalion of 
them

selves both at the tim
e (even 

the 5th M
arines, part of w

hat the 
though it was against regulations to 

author calls the "legendary" \st M
arine 

keep a diary) and afterw
ards. 

D
ivision. or "T

he O
ld B

reed". In their 
H

e draw
s heavily on the m

em
oir of 

brief appearance during the G
reat W

ar 
E

ugene B
 Sledge, or "Sledgeham

m
er", 

in 1918, thty fought so ferociously that 
w

ho saw
 m

ost of the fighting that D
avid 

the G
erm

ans called them
 Ttlifel 

descnbes and w
ho becam

e, effectively, 
H

unden, or "D
evil D

ogs": and they 
the unit's official chronicler. Sledge 

carried the nam
e into the next w

ar. 
struggled to find a publisher for his 

For K
/3/5, or K

ing C
om

pany, that 
m

em
oir w

hen he first tried in the late 
next w

ar w
as a far longer, bloodier and 

1970s: now
 that just about everyone is 

tougher one, w
ith a high rate of 

dead (though a gratifying num
ber of the 

casualties and, for the m
en conci,rned, 

survivors lived w
ell into their 90s}, their 

m
ore than a fair share ofhoqor.1>avid 

astonishing bravery and endurance are 
chose this unit of m

en because it w
as in 

nearly incom
prehenstbletoa 

action from
 the beginning to the end of 

generation w
hose principal concern is 

the Pacific "'-ar. from
 G

uadalcanal, on 
paying their gas bills, and such 

the outer lim
it of Japanese expansion 

recollections ~
e
a
 ~

ty
 value that 

and a relatively short hop from
 the 

m
akes them

 highly prized. 
orth coast of A

ustralia, in A
ugust 1942, 

Sledge and his N
CO

 com
rade RV 

n 
1anau-a in the sum

m
er of\946 via 

B
urgin are the tw

o threads that run 
B

ritain, off N
ew

 G
uinea. and 

m
ore or less through the w

hole book: 

• 
i,: 

:
;
 

u ••• 
.... 

they w
ere lucky enough to survive 

(B
urgin sustained. a m

inor w
ound to his 

neck on O
kinaw

a; Sledge w
as a rare 

M
arinetoseeyearsoffightingand 

com
e hom

e w
ithout a Purple H

eart). 
O

therw
ise, a parade of cheerful, · 

courageous and heroic young. 
A

m
ericans, from

 one-horse tow
ns 

across the country, m
arches through 

the pages of this book: the officers are 
m

ainly m
en the other ranks w

ould 
follow

 anyw
here, the other ranks are 

m
ainly tough-as-hell street-fighters 

w
ho w

ant to blast w
hat they invariably 

call "the laps". It is like all those film
s 

you have seen of the Pacific w
ar; but 

• 

:{~ -: . -.\1:'' 
~/J;~t;1

.: 

this is a scholarly w
ork, and the copious 

footnotes refer the reader to the 
accounts show

ing that these 
rem

arkable events really happened. 
Those w

ho fought in the Pacific had 
tw

o enem
ies: "the laps" and the 

conditions. O
n som

e islands it hardly 
stopped raining, m

en and m
aterial had 

In G
uadalcanal, the US 

M
arines saw a river 

awash w
ith t.\l.e body 

parts of their com
rades 

B
and of brothers: US 

M
arines drink coffee 

aboard a C
oast 

G
uard assault 

transport, after 
fighting to take 
Eniw

etok Atoll in the 
M

arshall Islands 
int944 

code of honour. From
 that point, they 

take hardly any prisoners. 
A

lthough their ow
n bravery is . 

conspicuous -
officers and m

en w
ill 

expose them
selves in the open to try to 

flush out snipers, for exam
ple -

there 
rem

ains a sense of astonishm
ent that 

the enem
y continues to go on its ow

n 
suicide m

issions w
hen it !m

ow
s the 

battle is lost. R
unning into a fusillade of 

the M
arines' m

achine-guns is an 
honourable form

 of death; and D
avid 

recounts a succession of Japanese 
com

m
an.ders com

m
itting hara-kiri 

-
ritually disem

bow
elling them

selves 
before being beheaded-because of the 
defeats inflicted on them

. 
T

he author never fails to rem
ind us of 

the various-realities of death -the 
stench, the entrails, the m

aggots, the 
dried blood -and that m

any of those 
w

ho experienced this w
ere still 

teenagers, m
any of the other ranks 

w
hat the A

m
ericans call "grunts". 

B
ut D

avid is alert to the shortcom
ings 

on the part of the righteous: an 
unpopular officer show

s cow
ardice in 

the face of the enem
y, as does an equally 

unpopular sergeant, raising the 
question of how

 such people ever rose 
to positions of authority in an elite corps 
in the first place. T

here is the shock one 
M

arine feels at seeing another pulling 
the gold teeth from

 a Japanese corpse, 
to be m

oved through roads of m
ud, and 

and the even greater shock of a M
arine 

jungle had to be cleared. Elsew
here, the 

contem
plating taking a severed 

ground was packed w
ith razor-sharp 

Japanese hand hom
e w

ith him
 as a 

coral. T
here w

ere infestations of 
souvenir. B

rave though they are, m
any 

insects. B
ut above all there w

ere the 
grunts behave like, w

ell, grunts. 
enem

y and that enem
y's fighting code 

A
lthough D

avid superbly recreates 
of bushido, w

hich places death-w
ith-

every aspect of the atm
osphere of this 

honour above life. 
war short of exposing his readers to 

It does not take long for the M
arines 

the actual physical danger, som
e 

to gauge the bestiality to w
hich this 

readers m
ay find the extensive 

equates: on G
uadalcanal they com

e 
recreations of A

m
erican banter rather 

across a river aw
ash w

i'th body parts of 
· tedious: but that is a slllall price to pay 

their slaughtered com
rades, hacked to 

for so superb a history. 
pieces for the gratification of the 
Japanese w

ho have killed them
. 1
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