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Overview of WWII Pacific Island Life 

 

In the summer of 1943, North Carolina native, Daniel Dortch Price of Mount Olive, N.C., arrived on 

Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands, where he would serve as a Sergeant in the 38th Air Materials Squadron of 

the U.S. Army Air Force for about a year. Price’s role at this point in World War II was to operate the aircraft 

supply hut on the Lunga Beach Fighter Strip on the northwest side of Guadalcanal, following the end of the 

Battle of Guadalcanal earlier that year. When he was not working to fulfill supply and parts orders for the Air 

Force, Price and his friends found other ways to fill their limited non-working hours. It was during his time on 

Guadalcanal that Price and his comrade, Bill Carroll, shot two films depicting camp life in the Pacific Theater. 

Both films are rare, unedited, non-official government views of the average experiences of North Carolinians 

and other American service individuals on the Pacific islands.1  

 

Life for North Carolina military individuals serving in the Pacific Theater during World War II varied 

depending on their assignment location and time of service. Many experienced the hardships and horrors of 

combat; while others who arrived after the battles had been fought, found island life to be uneventful and 

monotonous. This packet contains excerpts of letters, diary entries, photographs, and films, showing the 

experiences of several North Carolinians on different Pacific islands, all encountering similar yet slightly 

different challenges on the islands.    

 

Island life was far from fun, especially for those who had never left farms or cities in North Carolina. Daniel 

Price recounts in an interview that arriving in New Caledonia and Guadalcanal had been the first time he had 

ever been on an island in his life.2 It was not easy for the first Americans who came upon islands filled with 

Japanese military forces, that had embedded themselves in the various islands awaiting the arrival of Allied 

forces. The Japanese were prepared to give their lives for their emperor, and for their families’ honor. It was a 

world that many Westerners were unprepared for, and had never encountered before the war.  

 

In the first year and a half of America’s involvement in fighting in the Pacific Theater against the Japanese—

from the early spring of 1942 to the late summer of 1943—most American military personnel experienced the 

heavy toil of island and jungle warfare. There was no time to swim on the beaches or sightsee in mountains 

using an Army jeep, since hidden Japanese forces were still ambushing Allied troops as they pushed further into 

the islands after the major portions of battles had ceased.  

 

By the time men such as Daniel Price had arrived in the Pacific, island life constituted setting up supply bases, 

airplane landing strips and fields, military camps, and entertainment for the men stationed there. All of this was 

part of the United States “island hopping strategy.” This strategy targeted key islands and atolls to capture and 

                                                 
1 Both Price WWII films are available for viewing on the State Archives of North Carolina’s Youtube page. The black-and-white film, 

shot in the summer of 1943, is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aJ5c8lNbv18&feature=youtu.be. The color film, 

shot in the fall of 1943, is available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PmGpGiCbpsI&feature=youtu.be.  
2 See Daniel D. Price Interview, MilColl OH 1055, North Carolina Veterans Oral History Collection, Military Collection, State 

Archives of North Carolina, accessible through the Internet Archive here: https://archive.org/details/MilCollOH1055Price  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aJ5c8lNbv18&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PmGpGiCbpsI&feature=youtu.be
https://archive.org/details/MilCollOH1055Price
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equip them with airstrips, in order to bring B-29 bombers within range of the enemy’s homeland; while hopping 

over strongly defended islands, cutting off supply lanes, and leaving the Japanese forces there to wither.3  

American island living could be perilous, too, as enemy ships could destroy supply ships heading to a given 

island, leaving the men on the island to fend for themselves until they could be resupplied. The Japanese had 

left booby traps, such as grenades with trip wires, hidden all around Pacific islands where Allied forces were 

landed—particularly in the interior of the islands. Also, staving off boredom would prove crucial to keeping up 

the morale of the men and women on the islands, who would in some cases spend four to five years away from 

their homes and loved ones.  

 

Not every Pacific island experience was the same for a serviceman or servicewoman, but all islands shared 

common experiences. What follows are examples of different daily aspects of Pacific island life in WWII, as 

told or seen by North Carolinians through original letters, photographs, daily diary entries, or through 

interviews.  

 

General Island Living 
 

Captain John F. Mallard of Jones County, N.C, was a U.S. Marine who fought in the Guadalcanal and Marshall 

Islands’ campaigns in 1942. In a letter home to his wife on May 24, 1942, Mallard presents a general 

description of his new home on an unidentified Pacific island, shortly after his arrival there:   

 

“Well, We’ve just finished moving again, and are just about settled down in what will probably be our 

permanent home for some time to come. We again are living in a native house which is quite the other 

extreme from a house. The floor is dirt with a few stones thrown upon it There are no sides, no privacy, 

no convienences [misspelling]. The roof is thatched of palm tree leaves but is quite water proof. The 

men are living in tents and they had to go right into the thickest jungle to clear a place to them.”  

 

“There are plenty of flies and mosquitoes, especially flies, but life here isn’t as bad as that. Give me the 

good ole’ U.S.A. to any other place in the world though. This is supposed to be an island paradise, but 

any place in the U.S. would suit me better than a king’s throne here.” 

 

“. . . . Well to-day is Sunday and I spent it swimming and paddling around. Lt. Smith and I bought an 

outrigger canoe from one of the cheifs [misspelling] in the village and we have quite a time scooting 

around with it. There are a lot of big fish around and we intend to try our luck the first chance we have. 

There’s a great reef about three miles away from shore around the island so we have almost a natural 

lake in which we can swim and fish.”   

 

“Believe it or not we still keep in touch with the U.S. by radio. I just finished stringing an aerial 

[antenna] between two coconut trees and we can pull in stations from the States with the greatest  of 

ease. Boy, that makes home life 100% better just to hear some good old swing [music]. The things like 

that you miss the most are these that you take for granted when you’re living in a land of luxury. Right 

now the radio is blaring away with some of the latest tunes” (see Item 1, pages 1-5).    

 

Herman Harding Bolton of High Point and Burlington, N.C, served during WWII in the Pacific Theater with the 

421st Bomb Squadron, 504th Bomb Group, U.S. Army Air Forces. Providing a quick synopsis of his new 

environment after just arriving in the Marianas Islands, Bolton writes to a friend on January 16, 1945, the 

following about the islands: 

 

                                                 
3 “Island Hopping: Footholds Across the Pacific,” National WWII Museum website, viewed on July 17, 2017, at 

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/visit/exhibits/road-tokyo/island-hopping.  

https://www.nationalww2museum.org/visit/exhibits/road-tokyo/island-hopping
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“In contrast to yours, my environment at the present is much different. We landed here, an island of the 

Marianas Group, on the 24th of December [1944] after a long trip crossing the Pacific. . . . We came by 

way of the Hawaiian Islands. Now that I have seen Pearl Harbor, I wish I had volunteered and had gone 

over there when I considered it as a civilian. The islands are beautiful and the harbor is ap[p]alling. . . .”  

  

“When we first landed conditions were bad and living rough. On Christmas Day I set up my pup  tent, 

took a bath from a helmet full of water, and ate ‘C’ rations from tin cans. These conditions are things of 

the past because we have most of our equipment set up now. At the present, I live in a six man tent, 

sleep upon a cot, eat in a mess hall and take a bath from a shower. The greatest inconvenience which 

still persist[s] is the air raids. The raids are of the nature of which I cannot comment except to say that 

the AA guns (anti-aircraft artillery) threw up fire which reminds me of the county fair fireworks but on a 

larger scale. It is very beautiful from the standpoint of appearance.” 

 

“This particular island has been a beautiful place. It still appeared so to me after the boat trip but  in the 

truer sense war has mar[r]ed its beauty enormously. The weather is warm and working without a shirt is 

putting a tan on me. The people here consist of Japanese and natives of the Polynesian race” (see Item 2, 

pages 1-3).  

 

Living with Air Raids 
 

While many military personnel expressed some discomfort regarding mosquitoes, food rations, or bad weather, 

during WWII in the Pacific, those not in front-line combat fared better in comparison to those men who fought 

in the fierce battles of the Pacific. Air raids became a 24-hour fact of life, where air warning sirens went off 

when suspected or observed Japanese aircraft were approaching a given Allied island camp. Japanese planes 

bombed Allied locations, airfields, ships, aircraft, and strafed beaches and military tents. An American soldier 

could work for 18 hours, then not be able to get any sleep due to regular air raid warnings. The air raids got on 

American service personnel’s nerves, causing them to be jumpy and feel a constant sense of worry or fear.   

 

Staff Sergeant Wallace M. Littlejohn of the town of Spindale in Rutherford County, N.C., was a U.S. Marine 

Corps aviation mechanic. He served in the Pacific Theater during the Battle of Okinawa in the spring of 1945. 

Entries from his war diary during this time detail the misery of his Marine service at Okinawa.  

 

For example, an entry from April 15, 1945, about a Japanese attack with little warning reads about the Japanese 

raids on his location around Okinawa (see Item 3): 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



4 

 

Another diary entry from Littlejohn dated May 15, 1945, reads (see Item 4): 

 

 
 

 

Learning to be Resourceful 
 

In the challenging conditions faced by American service individuals on the Pacific islands, basic necessities 

such as a place to sleep or the ability to shower became coveted possessions for the soldiers, sailors, marines, 

and flyers. The lack of available natural resources on the islands—which had suffered the scourge of combat 

and clearance by the Japanese military—meant that American military personnel had to come up with new and 

inventive ways to obtain items of a daily necessity, or to adapt their military supplies to suit their personal 

needs.  

 

In a diary entry from April 16, 1945, Wallace M. Littlejohn describes the creative way in which they 

constructed a shower on the island:  

 

“Took nice shower this p.m. We have a barrel full of water on a platform and the water runs out into a 

bucket with holes punched in the bottom and it makes a spray just like a regular shower. I put on clean 

clothes, feel lots better” (see Item 3).  
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Servicemen were not only coming up with imaginative ways to feel more at home, but also creative ways to 

entertain themselves in their downtime. A battle surgeon with the 307th Infantry Regiment, U.S. Army, John B. 

Graham of Goldsboro, N.C., writes in a letter to his wife from the Marianas Islands on April 8, 1945, about 

ways to make boats for leisure:  

 

“Many of the mechanically minded men have fashioned boats out of airplane belly tanks and even wood 

and sail within the lagoon. One even made a boat out [of] a belly tank with a propeller. He has a bicycle 

chain and sprocket hooked to the propeller and drives himself around” (see Item 5). 

 

Entertainment 

 

Entertainment became an essential part of daily living on the Pacific islands for U.S. military members. 

Whether it was playing card games, gambling, reading magazines sent from home, dancing, listening to the 

radio, or playing sports, entertainment dominated the periods of downtime for service individuals. The men also 

found other forms of entertainment on the islands, including games of baseball and volleyball. Baseball became 

an international game as American servicemen played the game at military camps all over the world, teaching 

islanders and Allied servicemen the rules of the game. Many North Carolinian amateur and professional 

baseball players would join military camp teams, sometimes traveling to play teams from other U.S. military 

branches in regional locations. 

Photograph of a makeshift island shower system, using empty aviation gasoline barrels to hold clean 

water for showers by American personnel with the 5th Bomb Group, U.S. Army Air Force (from  

Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military  Collection, State Archives). 
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Three photographs of a U.S. Army Air Forces baseball game on an unidentified island in the Pacific Theater 

during World War II. Pictured below are a group of U.S. Army members sitting on benches along the base 

path of the homemade baseball field. Photograph taken or collected by Ferd L. Davis of Zebulon, N.C., who 

served as a Captain in the 5th Bomb Group, U.S. Army Air Force (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military 

Collection, State Archives). 
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Above, a photograph of U.S. military personnel playing volleyball in camp at Samar Island in the Philippines 

during World War II. Below, a photograph of U.S. military personnel playing basketball on a makeshift dirt 

basketball court with a cobbled-together basketball hoop (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, 

State Archives). 

 

 
 

American military members also often watched live plays put on by fellow service individuals on makeshift 

camp stages, or watched movies projected at night from handmade wooden benches on the sand. Hollywood 
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films and U.S. news reels were often played, though many of the films were not the most recent films and many 

soldiers and sailors had already seen the movies.  

 

 
 

U.S. military camp play, put on by male and female members of the military on an unidentified island in the 

Pacific Theater during World War II (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, State Archives). 

 

Films would not always be watched without interruption, as John B. Graham recounts in a letter dated June 11, 

1945 to his sweetheart about watching a film while at Okinawa:  

 

“I stopped here [believed to mean Okinawa] a couple of hours ago to see a movie. There was the world 

premiere of “Gov’t Girl” [starring] Olivia de Havilland (circa 1942). I believe I was the only one present 

who hadn’t seen it. There is a battery of heavy artillery just beyond and behind the screen. They let go a 

salvo about every 5 minutes. The noise drowns out the sound and the yellow flash blinds you 

momentarily. The mosquitos were pretty bad. Isn’t it amazing what we will go thru to see a sorry 

movie?” (see Item 6, page 2).  
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Two scenes of U.S. military dances with male and female U.S. Army Air Forces personnel on an unidentified 

island in the Pacific Theater during World War II (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, State 

Archives.  

 

 
 

Setting Up a Military Camp 

 

Most of the men and women of the U.S. military in the Pacific slept in tents or screen-enclosed wood framed 

barracks. Most military camps had a mess hall, where the men and women would gather for meals or the 

occasional celebration. Some camps even had a military bar or a chapel. Camps were mostly located along the 

beaches, because some entrenched Japanese forces remained on the interior of the islands, or many bobby traps 
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were yet to be cleared further inland. On the islands, the servicemen and servicewomen often built all the 

structures from scratch, using empty shipping crates in many cases for timber.  

 

Some of the men took great pride in their work and saw an opportunity to make camp feel more like home, as 

Captain Raymond L. Mulkey of Dunn, N.C. wrote to his fiancée on November 4, 1943, while serving in the 

U.S. Army’s Coast Artillery Corps in the Pacific Theater: 

 

“Tomorrow morning I am beginning my new mess hall [and] hope to get enough lumber to do a good 

job for the old one made from logs [and] poles has just about seen its last days [and] my concrete floor 

that I poured last week is a humdinger—Level and so pretty and white—when I get done with it the 

boys are going to feel like they were back in Garrison” (see Item 7).  

 

 
 

View of a row of U.S. Army Air Force tents in a camp on an unidentified island in the Pacific Theater 

during World War II (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, State Archives). 
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View of another row of U.S. Army Air Force tents in a camp on an unidentified island in the Pacific 

Theater during World War II (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, State Archives). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

 
 

View of a U.S. military Catholic chapel service on an unidentified island in the Pacific Theater during World 

War II. Notice the open-sided chapel walls, with makeshift ceiling lighting (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, 

Military Collection, State Archives). 

 

 
 

View of U.S. Army Air Forces members baking pies in a military camp kitchen on Morotai Island in 

Indonesia during World War II (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, State Archives). 

 

 

 



13 

 

Homesickness 

 

 

 
 

View of men lined up to receive mail at the U.S. Post Exchange for the 5th Bomb Group, U.S. Army 

Air Force, on an unidentified island in the Pacific Theater during World War II. Service individuals 

eagerly awaited the arrival of mail from home—whether from significant others or family members—

to cheer them up, or get their minds off the war. Daily mail checks became a regular way of life for 

the military members, and would be a constant note in letters back home. Photograph taken or 

collected by Ferd L. Davis of Zebulon, N.C., who served as a Captain in the 5th Bomb Group, U.S. 

Army Air Force (from Ferd L. Davis Collection, Military Collection, State Archives). 

 

One experience that all U.S. servicemen and servicewomen had in common was homesickness. Wishing for 

mom’s cooking, hoping to go back to college, wanting to kiss and hold a girlfriend or boyfriend, or visiting with 

friends—all were things hoped for by those facing the utter horrors or challenges of warfare.  

 

In a letter written to his wife on June 19, 1942, Marine captain John F. Mallard expresses the importance of 

receiving letters from loved ones when overseas: 

 

“Might as well have my say right at the beginning and get things off my chest. Sweetheart, here I am 

writing you twice a week at least and sometimes much more often, but so far I’ve only received three 

letters from you. Now darling, some of the others receive three or four letters every mail when I don’t 

get anything.” 

 

“Honey, I know you love me as much as anyone can love another and you know your love is returned, 

but it would make me much happier to hear from you more. Don’t get the idea that I’m fussing honey, 

far from it, -cause I’ll never fuss with you; but letters do mean more than anything else to us down here 

in this blankety-blank place” (see Item 8).  
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What island life in the Pacific Theater taught many American military service personnel—including North 

Carolinians—is that there is no place like home.  
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Appendix: Scans of Original Records Used in Packet 

 

Item 1: Letter from John F. Mallard to his wife, dated May 24, 1942 (from John F. Mallard Papers, 

Miscellaneous Military Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of North Carolina) 

 
Page 1 of May 24, 1942, Letter  
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Page 2 of May 24, 1942, Letter 
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Page 3 of May 24, 1942, Letter 
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Page 4 of May 24, 1942, Letter 
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Page 5 of May 24, 1942, Letter 
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Page 6 of May 24, 1942, Letter 
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Item 2: Letter from Herman H. Bolton to a friend, dated January 16, 1945  

(from Herman H. Bolton Papers, WWII Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of North Carolina) 

 
Page 1 of January 16, 1945, Letter 
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Page 2 of January 16, 1945, Letter 
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Page 3 of January 16, 1945, Letter 
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Item 3: Wallace M. Littlejohn diary entries, April 15-17, 1945  

(from Wallace M. Littlejohn Papers, WWII 60, Folder 2, WWII Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of 

North Carolina) 
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Item 4: Wallace M. Littlejohn diary entries, May 15-17, 1945  

(from Wallace M. Littlejohn Papers, WWII 60, Folder 2, WWII Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of 

North Carolina) 
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Item 5: Letter from John B. Graham to his wife, dated April 8, 1945 

(from Box 1, Folder 9, John B. Graham Papers, WWII 36, WWII Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of 

North Carolina) 

 
Page 1 of April 8, 1945, Letter 
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Page 2 of April 8, 1945, Letter 
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Page 3 of April 8, 1945, Letter 
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Page 4 of April 8, 1945, Letter 
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Item 6: Letter from John B. Graham to his wife, dated June 11, 1945  

(from Box 1, Folder 11, John B. Graham Papers, WWII 36, WWII Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of 

North Carolina) 

 
Page 1 of June 11, 1945, Letter 
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Page 2 of June 11, 1945, Letter 
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Page 3 of June 11, 1945, Letter 
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Page 4 of June 11, 1945, Letter 
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Page 5 of June 11, 1945, Letter 
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Item 7: Letter from Raymond L. Mulkey to his fiancée, dated November 4, 1943  

(from Raymond L. Mulkey Papers, WWII Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of North Carolina) 

 
Page 1 of November 4, 1943, Letter 
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Page 2 of November 4, 1943, Letter 
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Page 3 of November 4, 1943, Letter 
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Item 8: Letter from John F. Mallard to his wife, dated June 19, 1942 (from John F. Mallard Papers, 

Miscellaneous Military Papers, Military Collection, State Archives of North Carolina) 

 
Page 1 of June 19, 1942, Letter 
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Page 2 of June 19, 1942, Letter 
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Page 3 of June 19, 1942, Letter 

 

 



41 

 

 
Page 4 of June 19, 1942, Letter 


