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“THE BATTLE OF THE TENARU”

Diary of Sargeant George Dennis – D Company,1st Battalion,1st Marines..
August 21st 1942

Password ; Slowly

The night before we moved down to our beach position . About 5.00 a.m. the Japs landed some troops on our island and a battle started with much sorrow to the Japs . The battle still going on as I write this at 1615 (4.15 p.m.) and our planes  are still flying above us . Patterson returns from the front with one Jap to his credit ….The 1st Battalion of the 1st Marines moved up to the front lines and saw action today .

August 22nd 1942

Password ; Spill

The Japs by now were seen lying everywhere and the Marines had the situation well in hand . Out of over 700 Japs that tried to take over 670 were killed , 30 injured and 1 taken prisoner . We lost 28 men and 72 wounded . Taking from what they carried they were veterans of Wake or the Philippines . They had American money , Marine emblems and one boy was said to have found a poncho in one of the Japs packs that belonged to his cousin who was on Wake island . Out of D Company 3 men were lost ; Blair , Smith and R. J. Barnes . 

Some of the boys and myself saw the place where the action had taken place and it sure was a terrible sight . Japs were just stacked on top of each other . Across the river where the Japs were dug in arms and legs were all over . According to talk the Japs must have been doped. If they were not they sure met something they didn’t expect . One of the prisoners taken said they had been told that all the Marines here were just about wiped out , so I guess they figured on an easy take .

The mortars of our D Company were up at the front and saw lots of action . They are the ones , helped by the big guns on the airfield , that brought the Japs out of their holes . So they made nice targets for the Marines on the firing line . Putting it plain the Japs were just slaughtered . I count this as great revenge for our boys on Wake , mostly because they were the same ones that caused the trouble at Wake . Lots of the boys got officers swords . The Japs carry lots of hand grenades , which they used at any chance . According to reports they use the small mortar with great accuracy .

I was always of the opinion that the American people were a civilised race , but have my doubts now after the way the Jap commandos were slaughtered here . , After the battle , which lasted about 48 hours , one of the men from one of the other islands came up to me and said ; “..On Tulagi we killed the Japs , but you damn guys butchered them..” .

Bob Barton – B Company , 1st Battalion, 1st Marines
“..When my Company was awakened by the noise and our respective NCOs I experienced just plain confusion . We had not been told of any pending combat . Then I thought we were going to re-infoce the 2nd Batallion on the firing line , but instead we (the 1ST Batallion) marched south parallel with the Tenaru west bank , crossed the river and headed north to engage the enemy from the rear .

I was a frightened and excited 17 year old boy/man .  I still remember a remark I made to my fellow Marines “..it looks like we are about to start earning our $50.00 a month pay..”(up from $21.00 a month) . In future fire-fights I used this phrase , attempting to keep the guys loose , so to speak .

When we came back through the 2nd Batallion lines we checked out the marine fortifications , but today I do not remember their locations . I was too hyped up at the time and fascinated by all the dead Japs , especially in and around the barbed wire . Also we were busy collecting souvenirs ! Most of us soon had a Jap rifle slung over each shoulder , Jap helmets , bayonets etc, etc which , of course , we were relieved of when we returned to our Company area .

Guadalcanal was a learning experience for me (and most others) . Except for the “Battle of the Tenaru” and the Sept 17th Company ambush we did not see any serious action , only combat patrols . It was a miracle , as we were the only Battalion that did not get into a serious fire fight in October and November 1942…”.

Chris Merillat , Marine Combat Correspondent
“.. I wandered among the corpses at Alligator Creek and picked up, from an officer's bag, a bakelite - this was before plastics now familiar - toothbrush case that I use to this day when traveling…” 

Martin Clemens , Guadalcanal District Officer
“..Well of course I went down and viewed the battlefield . When you haven’t seen war before and you see the remains of 700-800 men lying dead it is a shattering experience …You looked and though ’..there but for the grace of God go I..’…Ichiki was a fool for attacking so hastily……….not even waiting for the rest of his Regiment..”.

Thayer Soule , Marine Photographic Officer
“..By  5.00 p.m. the battle was over.My photo team moved immediately out onto the point. Two still photographers were with us , but Private Hance and I concentrated on motion pictures . Colonel Cates came with us . He said he had not seen a more terrible site in all of World War 1. The Japs had dug in , but nothing could save them from our fire . 300 bodies were strewn on the beach, some of them as much as 50 yards on the left flank of our positions . Many were without heads or arms……….others had been blown into small pieces………as yet there was no stench..death had been too recent.

The next morning we took more pictures and made a detailed check of Japanese material. By now the stench was unbearable . We filmed prisoners (captured Korean labourers) helping to clean up . They had no love for the Japanese . While bulldozers dug long trenches, they stacked bodies on both sides . They laughed and joked as they went about their grim work. Some even pissed on the mass graves.

As I finished my motion picture work the Chief of Staff ordered me to surrender the film..”too graphic” he said.Tenaru was our first land battle . I had the first pictures of enemy dead. I handed him 2 unexposed rolls and sent the exposed films to Marine HQ, where they were released to the newsreels without a single cut..”.

Bill Coggin – HQ Company , 2nd Battalion , 1st Marines
“Late afternoon on August 20 the first American planes landed on Henderson Field [SBDs&F4Fs] Everyone cheered ,  anticipating tomorrow's aerial combat. Our section was bivouacked near  Colonel Pollock’s tent with our foxholes nearby. Around midnight a lot of activity occurred and about an hour later all hell broke at the Tenaru. 

There was constant rifle&machine gun fire also shouting and the heavy thump of a 37mm A.T. gun.This continued all night.The Bn.switchboard was busy all night and next day. At dawn the Col.left in his jeep. A  "G" co.platoon moved up the beach toward the Tenaru.Planes took off at this time also outbound artillery rounds were passing over head. We were in our foxholes facing a little clearing to our south. In about an hour our section chief suggested some of us go to the Tenaru where the Col.was as observers. Scotty,Burnham and myself did so.

As we approached the front we passed an Amtrac  { Alligator} parked about 40 yds.from the action, behind which the two Battalion doctors were attending the wounded.Scotty chose to stay there and lay in a foxhole in front of the tractor.Burnham and I advanced to the edge of the lagoon and out onto the beach at the beginning of the sandspit.There were two empty foxholes dug in the sand just below the beach bank at the edge of the palm trees.We occupied these.

Col. Pollock was standing and walking around erect telling everyone to stay low and squeeze them off.His jeep was parked nearby with bullet holes in it. Jap bodies covered the sandspit from the waters edge slightly behind us to the opposite grove across the lagoon.

"G" Company.had set up a 60mm Mortar section and was dropping shells in the edge of the grove across the lagoon.When the shells exploded in addition to bodies and parts flying there was clouds of dust and the Japs would run trying to take advantage of the concealment.They didn't get very far as many rifles would fire.Occasionally one would rise out of the bodies on the sandspit with the same result.One actually stood up and surrendered , waving a white handkerchief only 40ft.in front of marine rifles.

This went on for quite a while before the firing slacked off and the word came the 1st.Bn.was advancing from the south & east.During this time Jap fire came our way. Rifle fire hit the sand in front of us and near the Colonel's feet as he was standing near us.Also a mortar barrage hit the top of palm trees showering us with coconuts.This same barrage hit the aid station behind the Amtrac, killing one Doctor and wounding others ,ncluding Scotty who took a piece of shrapnel in his buttock.

Like everyone else Burnham and I had fired our rifles and emptied our cartridge belts. 100rds.} and then some.As it was pretty much over when we got there I don't feel we contributed much more then being executioners.Not enough credit can be given to those who held these positions during the night.

After the middle of the day the sun was very strong.The carnage and odor became unbearable and I actually vomited.I went back to the C P for a while.On the way I passed The surviving doctor [Dr. Goldman] He looked worse than I felt. After awhile I went back and rejoined Burnham.We watched the tanks moping up in the grove across the lagoon and we saw the tank crew rescue incident then we left.

During the night there was sporadic rifle fire from our side of the lagoon.The next day the burial detail was busy with a bulldozer and Jap [Koreans?] prisoners. I heard the count was around 800.There was all kinds of equipment laying around. These people were well equipped.

Among the things nobody had any interest in were some pieces of pipe about 4ft. long. A few days later I was at a new O.P. location near the sandspit. I spent much time at this new O P location. A marine was boiling clothes over a open grated fire.Unfortunately he was standing close to it when it exploded. He was killed.These pipes were bangalore torpedoes for removing barb wire.

[image: image1.jpg]



The Amtrac you pointed out in the above pic is the one the Aid Station was behind.There was another one abandoned in the middle of the lagoon right where all the action took place.The lagoon being only about 3ft. deep with a mucky bottom could be waded.I didn't notice any bodies in the lagoon or near the abandoned Amtrac.

My foxhole was just outside the left side of photo as you surmised.When we were there the tide was coming in and almost high.There was bodies to the left and behind us in the edge of the water.To our front we could touch bodies with our rifles.We were close to the beach bank which was higher there than in the photo.It occurred to us later the original occupants may have been casualties as these two positions were so exposed..”.

