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Introduction
Eugene Bondurant Sledge, known as E. B. Sledge, served as a United States Marine in the Pacific War
and later became a biologist, professor, and memoirist whose testimony helped later generations
understand the human cost of infantry combat. Born in Mobile, Alabama, in 1923, Sledge enlisted
during the Second World War and trained as a 60 mm mortarman with Company K, Third Battalion,
Fifth Marine Regiment, First Marine Division. He fought at Peleliu in 1944 and Okinawa in 1945, two
campaigns remembered for extreme violence and environmental hardship. During service he kept
brief notes in a pocket New Testament, material that later helped him reconstruct experiences for
With the Old Breed: At Peleliu and Okinawa, published in 1981. Sledge’s contribution should not be
described simply as “fighting for humanity,” because he served as a combat Marine in a brutal war.
His larger contribution came through honest witness: he documented courage, fear, dehumanization,
grief, comradeship, and the moral damage of war without converting combat into either patriotic
romance or simple condemnation.

Peleliu and the Destruction of Heroic Distance
Peleliu confronted Sledge with conditions that made abstract military language feel inadequate.
American planners expected a relatively short campaign, but Japanese forces had constructed deeply
fortified positions in caves, ridges, and coral terrain. Heat, water shortages, sharp coral, artillery,
machine-gun fire, and concealed defensive positions turned movement across the island into a
prolonged test of survival. Sledge records how strategic objectives that appear as lines or hills on a
map required individual Marines to carry ammunition, mortar components, food, and equipment while
friends were wounded or killed nearby. His memoir is especially valuable because it restores physical
sensation to military history: thirst, smell, insects, fatigue, noise, and fear become part of the
explanation of battle rather than background detail. This perspective does not replace operational
histories of units and commanders, but it reveals what those decisions demanded from ordinary
enlisted men. Peleliu also taught Sledge that courage did not mean absence of fear; it meant
continuing to perform necessary duties while fully aware that death or injury could come without
warning. (Sledge, 1981)
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Dehumanization, Brotherhood, and Moral
Boundaries
One of the memoir’s most disturbing strengths is Sledge’s willingness to describe conduct by
American Marines that violated the moral image later generations might prefer to preserve. He
witnessed attempts to remove gold teeth from Japanese bodies and recorded how hatred could make
mutilation seem ordinary within a battlefield culture. He does not suggest that every Marine acted
this way, nor does he ignore Japanese brutality. Instead, he shows how repeated exposure to death
can reduce an enemy from a person to an object and how comrades sometimes become the final
source of moral restraint. Veteran Marines taught younger men how to survive, but they could also
stop them from crossing ethical lines. Brotherhood inside Company K therefore has a double meaning.
It helped Marines endure danger because their immediate responsibility was often to the men beside
them rather than to an abstract national idea. At the same time, loyal comrades could preserve
fragments of humanity in an environment that rewarded emotional hardening. Sledge’s honesty about
hatred makes the memoir morally serious because he refuses to portray himself or his side as
untouched by war’s capacity to deform judgment.

Okinawa, Civilians, and the Environment of War
Okinawa presented different physical conditions but an equally devastating moral landscape. Heavy
rain turned the battlefield into mud, flooded shell holes, complicated sanitation, and made movement
exhausting. Bodies could remain near fighting positions because tactical conditions prevented rapid
removal, while flies, disease, waste, artillery, and destroyed vegetation transformed ordinary
surroundings into a landscape of contamination. Sledge’s later career in biology gives additional
significance to his attention to nature because he observed how war converts land from habitat and
community into cover, obstacle, target, and grave. Okinawan civilians also suffered displacement,
fear, injury, hunger, coercion, and death as military forces fought across inhabited areas. A humane
reading of the campaign cannot treat the island only as a strategic objective. Sledge’s perspective
remains that of a Marine, but the civilians he encountered remind readers that battlefield decisions
extend beyond uniformed combatants. War damages homes, agricultural systems, family networks,
and ecological environments, while survivors carry psychological consequences long after military
operations end. His memoir therefore connects tactical experience with a broader account of what
organized violence does to people and place.

From Combat Veteran to Biologist and Teacher
Sledge’s postwar life demonstrates that his identity did not end with the battles that made him
famous. After returning home, he pursued higher education, studied zoology, completed doctoral
work, and became a professor of biology at the University of Montevallo. The transition from



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3

battlefield destruction to scientific study and teaching is significant because it shows how a veteran
can build a life oriented toward observation, learning, and the study of living systems while still
carrying traumatic memories. His academic career included work on nematodes and years of
classroom teaching, and he retired from the university in 1990. Writing also became part of that
reconstruction. Although With the Old Breed appeared almost four decades after the events it
describes, Sledge had preserved wartime notes and produced an outline soon after the war. The
memoir therefore combines immediate records with mature reflection. Its delayed publication allowed
him to translate intensely personal memories into a narrative that could communicate with readers
who had never experienced combat while still retaining the specificity that makes the account
valuable as primary evidence. (Encyclopedia of Alabama)

Why Sledge’s Testimony Matters
Sledge’s greatest public contribution lies in the way he preserves the experiences of enlisted Marines
without turning them into symbols detached from human complexity. He honors competence,
courage, loyalty, and sacrifice while also documenting fear, hatred, mutilation, exhaustion, and moral
injury. That combination prevents two equally misleading interpretations: the idea that war is
naturally glorious and the idea that combatants can be understood only as passive victims of
circumstances. Sledge depicts people making choices under extreme pressure, sometimes acting
bravely, sometimes becoming cruel, and often depending on one another to retain enough moral
structure to survive. His memoir also helps historians interpret official campaign records by showing
what orders and casualty statistics meant at ground level. Political leaders and citizens considering
war cannot experience every consequence in advance, but testimony such as Sledge’s narrows the
distance between policy and human cost. He did not argue that all war was avoidable or that the
United States had no reason to fight. His witness is powerful precisely because it comes from
someone who believed in his comrades and mission while refusing to conceal what victory required.

Conclusion
E. B. Sledge’s contribution to the history of the Second World War rests on both service and
testimony. As a Marine mortarman, he fought at Peleliu and Okinawa under conditions defined by
heat, mud, artillery, disease, fear, and the deaths of friends. As a writer, he later transformed those
experiences into one of the most influential firsthand accounts of the Pacific War. With the Old Breed
preserves the courage and brotherhood of Marines while confronting the dehumanization that can
emerge when killing becomes routine and an enemy is no longer perceived as fully human. His
descriptions of civilians, damaged landscapes, and moral compromise expand the meaning of military
history beyond battlefield success. After the war, Sledge became a biologist and professor, building a
life devoted to study and teaching while eventually making his memories public. His enduring
contribution is therefore not a claim that warfare is heroic or meaningless. It is a disciplined reminder
that strategic decisions are carried out by vulnerable people whose bodies, relationships,
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environments, and consciences absorb the consequences long after the shooting ends.
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