
Archivist John Lyles displays “Let’s Eat,” the WW II diary of POW Cpl Martin E. Eichman, one of the “treasures” among the personal 

papers collections at the Marine Corps History Division in the Simmons Center at Marine Corps University, Quantico, Va., Aug. 21. 

(Photo by Stephen Collins)

“Every Marine 
Has a Story to Tell”

For 100 Years, the USMC’s History Division 

Has Been Documenting the Corps’ History 

For Future Generations of Marines

By Sara W. Bock

Corn fritters with Karo; fried apple 
sandwiches with mayonnaise; lamb 
chops covered with a mix of soy and 
Worcestershire sauces. 

These unique combinations are just a 
few of the recipes in the personal papers 
collection of Corporal Martin E. Eichman, 
which he penciled within the pages of 
a diary he aptly titled “Let’s Eat.” Out 
RI�FRQWH[W��LW¶V�D�VHHPLQJO\�LQVLJQL¿�FDQW�
list of ideas for main dishes, desserts and 
drinks written by a young Marine.

But for Eichman, who was captured 

during the fall of Corregidor in 1942 while 
serving with Company H, 2nd Battalion, 
4th Marines and held by the Japanese as 
a prisoner of war for 40 months, a diary 
of recipes—written in his malnourished 
state in captivity—was a mental exercise 
that sustained his hope that he’d one day 
return home and eat to his heart’s content.  

The Eichman collection is just one of 
5,700 personal papers collections in the 
possession of the Marine Corps History 
Division, which has amassed more than 
9 million items ranging from original 
SKRWRJUDSKV�DQG�¿�OP� WR�RUDO�KLVWRULHV�
DQG�VLJQL¿�FDQW�GRFXPHQWV�DQG�VLQFH������

has been located in the Brigadier General 
Edwin H. Simmons Marine Corps History 
Center on the campus of Marine Corps 
University in Quantico, Va. The diary is a 
personal favorite of archivist John Lyles, 
who has spent nearly a decade working for 
the division and has seen more historical 
papers than he can count. 

“On the surface you say, ‘it’s a cook-
book—what does that really have to 
do with the Marine Corps or with this 
particular Marine?’ But I think it’s a 
fascinating look at a Marine doing what he 
needed to do to survive the ordeal of being 
a POW,” said Lyles, who compares each 
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day in the division’s Archives Branch— 
where family members often come to 
donate photographs and letters that be-
longed to a Marine in their family—to 
Christmas morning. “You never know 
what’s going to be on the other end of 
that door!” 

Lyles and six other full-time archivists 
work to collect and preserve the primary 
source materials that tell the story of the 
Corps and to make those documents 
accessible to both military and civilian 
researchers. Each individual item, such as 
Eichman’s “Let’s Eat” diary, has its own 
distinct story and is properly archived, 
cataloged into a database, and may even 
be referenced by staff historians as they 
continue the division’s 100-year effort to 
ZULWH�DQG�SXEOLVK�WKH�RI¿FLDO�KLVWRU\�RI�
the Marine Corps. 

“Every item that we get is sort of like a 
grain of sand on a beach. As an individual 
grain, it’s not much, but when you start 
piling all of the grains together, then 
the entire picture comes together,” said 
Lyles. “That’s sort of the way I view our 
collection.”

As home to the Marine Corps’ reposi-
WRU\�IRU�KLVWRULFDOO\�VLJQL¿FDQW�SDSHUV��
photographs and audiovisual materials, 
the History Division celebrates its cen-
tennial this year. It’s a multifaceted 
organization that has evolved greatly over 
the last century and became a component 
of Marine Corps University in 2002. Its 
mission includes preserving, researching, 
writing and publishing the “long and 
illustrious history” that is ingrained into 
the collective Marine identity and its 
organizational culture as a whole. Marines 
have long immortalized legends of the 
Corps like Chesty Puller, Dan Daly and 
John Basilone and passed along the stories 
of Belleau Wood, Iwo Jima and Khe Sanh 
for posterity, and it’s up to the division to 
ensure that these narratives—and those 
of today’s Marines serving in every clime 
and place—are accurately preserved and 
documented.

With director Dr. Edward Nevgloski, a 
retired Marine lieutenant colonel, at the 
helm, the individuals who comprise the 
History Division’s staff are energized 
and excited to help usher in the division’s 
second century with an increased focus 
on digitization of its records and a com-
mitment to harnessing the power of 
technology to make Marine Corps history 
more accessible to the masses than ever 
before.

“There’s really no point in preserving 
it if you’re not going to provide access to 
it,” said Lyles, who also is responsible for 
managing the Marine Corps’ command 
chronologies program. Utilized by the 

History Division as the foundation for 
RI¿FLDO�KLVWRULHV��EDWWOH�VWXGLHV�DQG�RWKHU�
publications, command chronologies—
required submissions from every Marine 
Corps unit—serve as the primary source 
materials, detailing the unit’s operational 
KLVWRU\�GXULQJ�D�VSHFL¿HG�SHULRG�RI�WLPH��

The tradition of documenting and 
disseminating the history of the Corps 
RI¿FLDOO\�EHJDQ�LQ�6HSWHPEHU������ZLWK�WKH�
establishment of the Historical Section, as 
it was then called, at Headquarters Marine 
Corps. By directive of Secretary of the 
Navy Josephus Daniels, Commandant 

Maj Edwin McClellan, the first officer in 

charge of the History Division, wrote the 

Corps’ first historical publication, “The 

United States Marine Corps in the World 

War,” in 1919.

Of the more than 9 million items in the possession of the History Division, Eichman’s 

“Let’s Eat” diary stands out to Lyles as a unique piece of Marine Corps history. Lyles 

views the individual items in the Archives as “grains of sand” that together tell the 

story of the Corps.

Its mission includes 

preserving, researching, 

writing and publishing the 

“long and illustrious history” 

that is ingrained into the 

collective Marine identity.
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Major General George Barnett ordered 
the creation of an archive of records 
and tasked Major Edwin N. McClellan 
with writing the history of the Marines 
in World War I. His report, “The United 
States Marine Corps in the World War,” 
emphasized the lessons learned by Ma-
rines and was intended to be a useful 
resource in future wars. McClellan also 
EHJDQ�ZULWLQJ�D� VHYHQ�YROXPH�RI¿FLDO�
history of the Marine Corps, a task that 
KH�QHYHU�¿QLVKHG�EXW�ODWHU�ZDV�FRPSOHWHG�
by Lieutenant Colonel Clyde H. Metcalf 
and published as “A History of the United 
States Marine Corps” in 1939.

The evolution of the History Division 
is best understood within the greater 
context of what was happening in the 
Marine Corps at the time, said Dr. Seth 
Givens, one of the division’s historians, 
who has studied at length the correlation 
between the two.

While the Marines were heavily en-
JDJHG�LQ�WKH�3DFL¿F�WKHDWHU�GXULQJ�:RUOG�
War II, the division faced challenges 
publishing histories and battle studies due 
to restructuring and frequent personnel 
FKDQJHV��7KH�¿UVW�XQLW�KLVWRULHV�SXEOLVKHG�
by the division were based primarily on 
war diaries and after-action report and 
highlighted a need for a more clearly 
organized “wartime historical program” 
in the future, with trained historians 
JDWKHULQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�

The 1947 publication of “The Defense 

of Wake” by then-director of the History 
Division, LtCol Robert D. Heinl Jr., was 
WKH�¿UVW�RI�D�VHULHV�RI����PRQRJUDSKV²
book-length studies of campaigns and 
RSHUDWLRQV²FRYHULQJ�WKH�UROH�RI�0DULQHV�
during WW II. A decorated combat 
veteran and one of the Corps’ most re-
nowned historians to date, Heinl and his 
counterparts laid the framework for future 
monographs, which the division continues 
to publish today.

The authors of the WW II monographs 
were “critical where warranted,” wrote 
Givens in a Marine Corps History article 
entitled “The History Division and Change 
in the Marine Corps: A Historiography” 
in commemoration of the division’s 100th 
anniversary.

“The criticism was constructive as 
much as it was academic, providing plan-
ners lessons from the last war that might 
be applied to the next,” Givens wrote.

According to Givens, in the late 1940s 
when the Marine Corps was threatened 
with dissolution by Congress and the 
Pentagon, its leaders used the History 
Division’s WW II monographs to justify 
their position that the Marines should 
remain their own independent branch of 
the Armed Forces.

Another of Heinl’s initiatives as director 
gained traction during the Korean War 
with the deployment of History Division 
¿HOG�KLVWRULDQV�WR�WKH�IURQW�LQ�DQ�HIIRUW�
to accurately record events for future 
publications, a practice that had begun 
during the tail end of WW II and has 
continued through subsequent wars and 
conflicts. The division also began to 
hire civilian historians, which resulted 
in accounts of Korean War battles being 
SXEOLVKHG�DV�HDUO\�DV������ZKLOH�0DULQHV�
ZHUH�VWLOO�HQJDJHG�LQ�WKH�¿JKWLQJ�

The Marines’ involvement in the 
Vietnam War led to a number of works, 
WKH�¿UVW�RI�ZKLFK��³6PDOO�8QLW�$FWLRQ�LQ�
Vietnam, Summer 1966” was published 
in 1967 with the intention of keeping the 
Marines involved in the war informed 
about lessons learned the previous year. It 
was written by Captain Francis J. “Bing” 
West Jr., who later became the assistant 
secretary of defense under the Reagan 
administration and who has in recent 
\HDUV�EHFRPH�D�SUROL¿F�DXWKRU�RI�ERRNV�
about the role of Marines in both Iraq and 
Afghanistan.

Following the war, the division pub-
lished a nine-volume series, “U.S. Ma-
ULQHV�LQ�9LHWQDP�́ �7KH�¿UVW�YROXPH�ZDV�

published in 1977 under the direction 
of BGen Edwin H. Simmons, for whom 
the History Division’s current building 
is named. BGen Simmons served as dir-
ector from 1971 to 1996 and under his 
leadership, said Givens, the division 
“expanded and thrived.”

In the 1990s, the History Division began 
publishing commemorative histories, 
beginning with “Opening Moves: Marines 
Gear Up For War,” written by former chief 
historian Henry I. Shaw Jr., in conjunction 
ZLWK�WKH���WK�DQQLYHUVDU\�RI�WKH�8�6��HQWU\�
into WW II. 

During the Gulf War and later during 
Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation 
(QGXULQJ�)UHHGRP��WKH�GLYLVLRQ�VHQW�¿HOG�
historians to document events, gather 
materials and conduct interviews, re-
sulting in numerous publications. The 
HIIRUW�WR�FRPSOHWH�WKH�RI¿FLDO�RSHUDWLRQDO�
histories of Marines in Iraq and Afghani-
stan remains underway to this day.

LtCol Clyde H. Metcalf wrote “A History 

of the United States Marine Corps,” pub-

lished in 1939.

During the Gulf War and later during Operation Iraqi Freedom and 

Operation Enduring Freedom, the division sent �eld historians to document events, 

gather materials and conduct interviews, resulting in numerous publications.
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This 1978 photo shows the exterior of Building 58 at the Navy Yard, 

Washington, D.C., which housed the History Division—then the 

Marine Corps Historical Center and Museum—until it was relocated 

to Quantico in 2005.

LtCol Robert D. Heinl 

Jr., pictured here in a 

reinforced bunker in 

the Hawaiian Islands, 

served as director of 

the History Division 

following WW II 

and wrote the first 

monograph about 

the war, which set the 

standard for future 

publications.
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Existing under a variety of names, 
including Historical Section, Historical 
Division, Historical Branch and History 
and Museums Division, what is now 
known as the History Division was 
located in Washington, D.C., until 1941, 
when it was moved to Arlington, Va. The 
division returned to Washington at the 
Navy Yard in 1977 and later was relocated 
to Quantico in 2005. 

Having been aligned previously with 

the Marine Corps’ Museums Division, 
which became its own separate element 
in 2005 prior to the 2006 opening of the 
National Museum of the Marine Corps, 
the present-day History Division is focused 
on papers, idea and concepts while the 
museum specializes in objects. There is a 
great deal of interaction between the two, 
SDUWLFXODUO\�ZKHQ� LW� FRPHV� WR� ¿HOGLQJ�
questions from the general public and 
accepting donations of personal collections 

that may include a combination of papers, 
photographs, uniforms and other items.

Throughout a century of evolution 
and change, the History Division’s staff 
members emphasize that one thing has 
remained the same: a realization that a 
Marine Corps that knows and understands 
its history can use that knowledge to 
improve its future. 

“The division’s importance is not in 
chronicling what has already been, though 
that history is an important component 
of Marine culture,” Givens wrote in his 
historiography of the division. “More 
crucial is its role in producing works 
that inform those responsible for making 
decisions that will shape the future of the 
service. As a result, the division’s pub-
lications are historical documents in 
and of themselves, illustrative of what 
the leadership has deemed important 
enough to study at a given moment. To 
analyze them is to understand how the 
Marine Corps has evolved institutionally, 
doctrinally and philosophically.”

Givens, who earned his doctorate from 
Ohio University in 2018 and has been 
with the Marine Corps History Division 
for a year, is one of the historians in the 
Histories Branch, which is responsible for 
ZULWLQJ�WKH�&RUSV¶�RI¿FLDO�KLVWRU\��ERWK�
operational and institutional. 

“We’re strictly interested in the narrative 
RI�ZKDW�ZHQW�RQ��:H¶UH�WKH�¿UVW�GUDIW�RI�
history,” said Givens. “Scholars can then 
use our narrative and they can analyze any 
type of question they have, but we’re just 
trying to get the record down.”

Using primary source materials held 
by the Archives Branch, Givens and his 
counterparts are tasked not only with 
writing history, but also with anticipating 
what the Marine Corps might need or want 
in the future. 

Givens’ current area of focus is on 
writing the history of the Marine Corps 
in Operation Iraqi Freedom, which pre-
viously had only been completed through 
2004. It’s a project that he says has proven 
PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�WKDQ�RQH�PLJKW�WKLQN��'RF�
uments like command chronologies and 
unit records that in previous eras would 
have been paper-based were computer-
based during OIF and OEF, and many 
H[WHUQDO�KDUG�GULYHV�DQG�¿OHV�FRQWDLQLQJ�
unit records were lost or destroyed.

“It’s indicative of our digital age, isn’t 
it? At once it makes our lives really 

Since joining the staff of the History Divi-

sion’s Histories Branch in 2018, Dr. Seth 

Givens has become a subject matter ex-

pert on Marines in OIF and OEF and is 

working to complete the service’s of-

ficial histories of those conflicts.

Gen Wallace M. Greene Jr., 23rd Commandant of the Marine Corps, left, receives the 

first copy of the third volume of the history of Marine Corps operations in WW II from 

Henry I. Shaw, one of the authors and the chief historian with the History Division, 

June 21, 1967, in Washington, D.C. 
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“The stacks,” pictured here in the 1970s, continue to be a valuable resource for reference historians as they work to answer 

questions about Marine Corps history.

The History Division’s sta� members 

emphasize that one thing has remained the 

same: a realization that a Marine Corps that 

knows and understands its history can use 

that knowledge to improve its future. 

Daniel Crawford, a reference historian with the division in the 

1970s, uses a microfiche machine to conduct research. 

A History Division employee works among stacks of papers in 

this 1970s photo. Today, the division is working toward digi-

tization of its collections as it enters its second century.
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easy but it also complicates them,” 
said Givens, who also is working on 
various commemoratives for the 50th 
anniversaries of battles and operations 
during the Vietnam War. 

While the digital age presents some 
challenges for the division, Givens also 
sees technology as a force multiplier—an 
opportunity to get Marine Corps history 
into the hands of more people. With such 
a large volume of items in the archives, 
complete digitization of all the division’s 
materials on a research-friendly website is 

a tall order but ultimately is the end goal, 
said director Nevgloski. 

Utilizing social media sites Facebook, 
Instagram, and Twitter and photo shar ing 
forums like Flickr to share Marine Corps 
history with the world, the division is 
slowly but surely growing its online pres-
ence and ensuring its viability for future 
generations. But the division’s mainstay 
continues to be its publications: mono-
graphs, battle studies, commemoratives, 
GH¿�QLWLYH�KLVWRULHV��DQG�DQWKRORJLHV�XQGHU�
two distinct imprints: History Division 

and MCU Press; as well as two biannual 
professional journals: Marine Corps 
History, which replaced the division’s 
magazine, Fortitudine, in 2015; and MCU 
Journal. 

“I think the goal for each of these pub-
lished products is to analyze the Marine 
Corps’ past as a way to enable those 
‘thought leaders’ and military leaders who 
would like to draw from its past as an 
example of lessons learned—to help 
inform their decisions for the future,” said 
Stephani Miller, managing editor of 
Marine Corps History. 
0LOOHU�DQG�WKH�¿�YH�RWKHU� LQGLYLGXDOV�

who make up the division’s Editing and 
Design Branch are committed to accuracy 
and spend their days fact-checking and 
editing materials written by in-house 
historians like Givens, outside historians 
who have been asked to contribute, and 
instructors and students at MCU. In 
addition to the two journals, the division 
generally publishes between eight and 10 
books each year. Publications are available 
digitally and are free to the public, with 
print copies sent out primarily to libraries 
DQG�WR�XQLWV�LQ�WKH�À�HHW�

As part of Marine Corps University, 
the History Division is strategically 
positioned to interact with the students at 

Reference Branch: history.division@usmcu.edu
Publications: https://www.usmcu.edu/Outreach/Publishing/History-
Division-Publications

  Flickr: Marine Corps Archives

  Facebook: Marine Corps History Division

  Twitter: @CorpsHistory

  Instagram:  @MarineCorpsHistory

Located in the BGen Edwin H. Simmons Marine Corps History Center at Marine Corps University, today’s History Division is at the 

epicenter of the Marine Corps’ academic community, giving its historians the opportunity to participate in discussions that affect 

the future of the Corps. (Photo by Jason Monroe)

How To Access the History Division:
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the university’s various schools, which 
include Expeditionary Warfare School 
and Command and Staff College, helping 
them better understand the history of their 
service and to use that knowledge to im-
prove situational awareness, said 
Nevgloski. The division provides lectures 
and presentations on the operational 
history of the Marine Corps and its insti-
tutional development, giving its historians 
a prime opportunity to be involved in the 
academic discussions and debates within 
the Marine Corps at large, Givens added.

But the division is far more than a just 
resource for the Marine Corps’ academic 
community—its Reference Branch reg-
XODUO\�¿HOGV�LQTXLULHV�IURP�+HDGTXDUWHUV�
Marine Corps, federal agencies and the 
general public. And for historian Mike 
Westermeier, these interactions, which in-
clude everyone from the Commandant to 
junior enlisted Marines and middle school 
students working on history projects, may 
just be the most rewarding of all.

Piled in the Reference Branch’s seem-
LQJO\�HQGOHVV�³VWDFNV´�DUH�¿OHV�RQ�D�ZLGH�
range of subjects related to the Marine 
Corps—“everything from colonial Ma-
rines to movies about Marines and bio-
JUDSK\�¿OHV�RQ�HYHU\ERG\�IURP�6DPXHO�
1LFKRODV�WR�/HH�+DUYH\�2VZDOG�WR�$GDP�
Driver; Commandants and Medal of 
+RQRU�UHFLSLHQWV�́ �VDLG�:HVWHUPHLHU��DQ�
Army veteran who received his master’s 
in military history from Norwich Uni-
versity and joined the division in 2017. 
$OO�RI�WKH�¿OHV�ZHUH�FRPSLOHG�RYHU�GHFDGHV�
DV�WKH�UHIHUHQFH�KLVWRULDQV�¿HOGHG�UHTXHVWV�
for information on a wide variety of 
Marine Corps-related topics. 

“The great thing about working here 
is every day I’m going to get something 
new,” said Westermeier, who emphasized 
WKDW�KH�WDNHV�HYHQ�WKH�PRVW�PLQRU�UHTXHVWV�
as seriously as the more substantial ones. 
“Sometimes it’s verifying a Montford 
Point Marine. Sometimes it’s just an 
email. I like to take pride in the fact that 

that small email is going to mean the world 
to somebody whose father was a Montford 
Point Marine, and they’re going to receive 
that recognition they’ve been waiting for.”
,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�DQVZHULQJ�LQTXLULHV�DQG�
UHTXHVWV��:HVWHUPHLHU�LV�WKH�GLYLVLRQ¶V�XQLW�
historian and is responsible for ensuring 
accurate lineage and honors, allowing 
Marines to know and understand their 
unit’s history and heritage.

Last year, Westermeier had an oppor-
tunity that he considers the highlight of his 
career: he traveled to Marine Corps Base 
Camp Pendleton, Calif., and shared his 
knowledge with the Marines of I Marine 
([SHGLWLRQDU\�)RUFH��+H�WROG�WKHP�WKH�

stories of the Marines who fought for their 
OLYHV�RQ�WKH�VWUHHWV�RI�+XH�&LW\�DQG�RI�
the daring exploits of the Marine Corps’ 
¿UVW�DYLDWRUV�ZKR�EUDYHG�WKH�VNLHV�DERYH�
Europe during World War I.
+H�DOVR�VKDUHG�D�VLPSOH�\HW�SURIRXQG�

message with the next generation of 
history-making Marines:  

“This is what you are part of now. 
This is a part of you. You own it. You’re 
responsible for it. You’ve got to perpetuate 
it—but look at what you’re a part of, and 
what these Marines did. Maybe someday 
you’ll have to do the same, but you’ll be 
able to do it because you know that other 
Marines have done it.”

But the division is far 

more than a just resource 

for the Marine Corps’ 

academic community—

its Reference Branch 

regularly �elds inquiries 

from Headquarters Marine 

Corps, federal agencies and 

the general public.

Reference historian Mike Westermeier fields inquiries from both inside and outside 

the Marine Corps and enjoys the opportunity to interact with Marines and help them 

identify with and learn from the history of the Corps.
S

T
E

P
H

E
N

 C
O

L
L

IN
S

www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck OCTOBER 2019 / LEATHERNECK        35

https://mca-marines.org/leatherneck


USAA proudly off ers free membership to anyone who has honorably served our 

country. We welcome all branches, all ranks and all generations. Join the millions 

of servicemembers and veterans like you already taking advantage of our fi nancial 

products and award-winning customer service. For all the reasons you served, 

we serve you.

No Department of Defense or government agency endorsement. USAA means United Services Automobile Association and its insurance, banking, 

investment, and other companies. Use of the term “member” or “membership” refers to membership in USAA Membership Services and does not convey 

any legal or ownership rights in USAA. Restrictions apply and are subject to change. To join USAA, separated military personnel must have received a 

discharge type of “Honorable.” Eligible former dependents of USAA members may join USAA. 

YOU SERVED 
OUR NATION, 

let us serve you



NOW’S THE TIME TO JOIN USAA

CALL 877-651-6272 OR VISIT USAA.COM/MCA

Restrictions apply and are subject to change. To join USAA, separated military personnel must have received a discharge type of “Honorable.” Eligible former 

dependents of USAA members may join USAA. Marine Corps Association & Foundation receives fi nancial support from USAA for this sponsorship. 

© 2019 USAA. 259604-0419

https://www.usaa.com/MCA



