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First to Fight: An Inside View of the U.S. Marine Corps Through Victor H. 
Krulak

When historians examine the evolution of the U.S. Marine Corps, few names stand out as prominently as Victor H. 

Krulak. A decorated officer, author, and strategist, Krulak’s career spanned from the interwar period to the dawn of

the Cold War. He was the first Marine officer to bring a new level of tactical thinking to the battlefield, and his

writings provide an inside view of the Corps’ culture, challenges, and triumphs. This article delves into Krulak’s life,

his groundbreaking contributions, and what his story reveals about the Marine Corps as a whole.

Early Life and Military Beginnings

Victor Henry Krulak was born on January 8, 1911, in the small town of Huron, South Dakota. Growing up on a

farm, he developed a strong work ethic and an appreciation for discipline—qualities that would serve him well in the

Marines. At the age of 19, he enlisted in the Marine Corps Reserve in 1930, just before the Great Depression took

hold of the nation.

Krulak’s first assignment was at the Marine Corps Recruit Depot in San Diego. There, he quickly distinguished

himself as a natural leader, earning the respect of both superiors and peers. He graduated from the Marine Corps

Officer Candidate School in 1932, receiving his commission as a second lieutenant.

Training and Early Assignments

•  1932–1934: Company commander with the 5th Marine Regiment, stationed in the Panama Canal Zone.

•  1935–1937: Instructor at the Marine Corps School of Infantry, emphasizing small-unit tactics.

•  1938–1940: Staff officer at Marine Corps Headquarters, where he began drafting operational plans.

During these formative years, Krulak developed a reputation for innovative thinking. He was among the first

Marines to advocate for the use of amphibious reconnaissance teams—a concept that would become a staple of

Marine operations during World War II.

World War II: The First to Fight in New Terrain

Krulak’s wartime service began in earnest when the United States entered World War II after the attack on Pearl

Harbor. He was assigned to the 1st Marine Division, one of the most elite units in the Corps.

Guadalcanal and the Birth of Modern Amphibious Warfare

In 1942, Krulak participated in the Guadalcanal Campaign, the first major amphibious assault in the Pacific theater.

This operation marked the first time the Marine Corps used its full amphibious assault capabilities in a coordinated

manner. Krulak’s role as a forward observer was critical; he relayed intelligence on Japanese positions, enabling his

division to adjust tactics on the fly.

His leadership during the battle earned him the Bronze Star Medal, and he quickly became a key figure in the

Corps’ evolving doctrine. He was among the first Marines to recognize the importance of combined arms—



integrating infantry, artillery, and naval gunfire to achieve battlefield success.

Iwo Jima: A Turning Point

Krulak’s most celebrated combat experience came during the Battle of Iwo Jima in 1945. As the commanding

officer of the 3rd Battalion, 4th Marine Regiment, he led his men through some of the fiercest fighting of the war.

The battalion’s successful seizure of Mount Suribachi was a pivotal moment that turned the tide of the Pacific

campaign.

His actions on Iwo Jima earned him the Distinguished Service Cross, the second-highest military decoration for

valor in the United States. More importantly, his experience on the island cemented his belief that Marines must be

prepared for any environment—land, sea, or air.

Post-War Contributions: Shaping the Future of the Marine Corps

Following the war, Krulak did not rest on his laurels. He became a driving force behind the modernization of the

Marine Corps, applying lessons learned from World War II to a rapidly changing world.

Strategic Planning and the Korean War

During the Korean War, Krulak served as the Chief of Staff for the 1st Marine Division. He was instrumental in

planning the amphibious landing at Inchon, a daring operation that turned the war in favor of the United Nations

forces.

Krulak’s strategic insight helped shape the Corps’ amphibious doctrine, ensuring that Marines were equipped to

conduct operations in diverse theaters—from the jungles of Vietnam to the deserts of the Middle East.

Authoring the Marine Corps’ Future

In the 1950s, Krulak published several influential books, most notably The Marines: The Old Guard (1954) and 

Marine Corps: A History(1960). These works provided an inside view of the Marine Corps’ traditions, values, and

operational philosophy. They also offered a candid assessment of the challenges the Corps faced in the Cold War

era.

Krulak’s writings emphasized the importance of adaptability, innovation, and moral courage—qualities that remain

central to the Marine Corps ethos today.

Key Themes in Krulak’s Legacy

Victor H. Krulak’s career offers several enduring lessons for both Marines and the broader U.S. military community.

Below are some of the most significant themes that emerge from his life and work.

1. The Power of Innovation

Krulak consistently pushed the boundaries of traditional Marine tactics. Whether it was advocating for amphibious

reconnaissance teams or integrating naval gunfire with infantry maneuvers, he recognized that innovation is

essential to battlefield success.

2. The Importance of Training

As an instructor early in his career, Krulak understood that rigorous training was the backbone of Marine

effectiveness. He championed realistic training exercises that simulated combat conditions, a practice that remains

a cornerstone of Marine training today.



3. The Value of Leadership at All Levels

Krulak’s career demonstrates that leadership is not confined to high-ranking officers. He frequently worked

alongside junior Marines, fostering a culture of mutual respect and shared responsibility.

4. Adaptability in the Face of Change

From World War II to the Korean War and beyond, Krulak showed that the Marine Corps must adapt to new

technologies, enemies, and geopolitical realities. His ability to pivot strategies and embrace new doctrines set a

standard for future Marine leaders.

Krulak’s Influence on Modern Marine Doctrine

Today’s Marine Corps still reflects many of Krulak’s ideas. The emphasis on amphibious operations, combined

arms, and rapid deployment can be traced back to his pioneering work. Moreover, his writings continue to be used

in Marine Corps Officer Candidate School (OCS) courses and advanced leadership seminars.

Amphibious Warfare Doctrine

Krulak’s insights into amphibious assaults have shaped the Corps’ current doctrine, which stresses the importance

of seamless coordination between naval and ground forces. The modern Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) structure

—comprising a reinforced infantry battalion, a reconnaissance company, and a logistics battalion—reflects the

integrated approach Krulak championed.

Joint Operations and Interagency Collaboration

Krulak’s experience in coordinating with other branches of the U.S. military underscored the need for joint

operations. Today, Marine units routinely train alongside the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard to ensure

interoperability in complex missions.

Lessons for Today’s Marines

Victor H. Krulak’s legacy offers practical takeaways for contemporary Marines and military leaders. These lessons

can be applied to training, operations, and even civilian careers.

1.  Embrace Continuous Learning: Krulak’s career demonstrates that knowledge is never static. Modern Marines 

should seek ongoing professional development, whether through formal education or experiential learning.

2.  Prioritize Ethical Leadership: Krulak’s emphasis on moral courage reminds us that leadership is as much 

about character as it is about tactics.

3.  Adapt to Technological Advances: Just as Krulak integrated new weapons systems and communication tools, 

today's Marines must adapt to cyber warfare, unmanned systems, and artificial intelligence.

4.  Foster Team Cohesion: Krulak believed that unit cohesion was the linchpin of success. Building trust within 

teams remains essential for mission accomplishment.

Conclusion

Victor H. Krulak’s life is a testament to the enduring values that define the U.S. Marine Corps: courage, innovation,

and unwavering dedication to duty. As the first to fight in some of the most pivotal battles of the 20th century, his

inside view of the Marine Corps offers invaluable insights into the evolution of amphibious warfare, leadership, and

strategic thinking. Whether you are a Marine officer, a history enthusiast, or a student of military strategy, Krulak’s

legacy provides a rich source of inspiration and guidance for the challenges of the 21st century.
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