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      James Edd McCain was born on 22 January 1930 in 
Castro County, Texas.  With the aid of a delayed birth 
certificate, provided by his mother,  establishing his age 
falsely as 18, McCain enlisted in the United States Marine 
Corps in November of 1945 when he was two months shy 
of 16 years of age.   He travelled from the Marine Recruit-
ing Office in an obscure Texas town to the òland of oppor-
tunityó in southern California intent upon becoming a 
warrior.   Upon graduation from recruit training at the 
Marine Corps Recruit Depot at San Diego, California 
(Then matured to 16 years + 1 dayé..but now a fledgling 
Marine) he was immediately assigned  to the 5th Marine 
Regiment as an MP and he found himself embarked upon 

a military transport ship bound for China.  
      McCain spent two and one half years in China.  There 
he was promoted to corporal.  At 18 -1/2 years he re-
turned Stateside to Quantico, VA where he continued to 
serve as an MP.  He was then sent to the Naval Ammuni-
tion Depot at McAlister, Oklahoma.  
      Shortly  before his 21st birthday he was transferred 
to  Camp  Pendleton,  California  for  combat  training  in  
                                    
                                  (Continued on next page)  

      When Marine  major Evans Carlson adopted the Chinese term òGung-hoó**  to describe the dedication of his 
famous Raider Battalion he could not have had James McCain in mind.  We could not, however, find a better 
term to describe the intense hyper -warrior spirit that McCain displayed throughout his Marine Corps    career.  
While many of us who came into contact with the Ranger thought some of his actions were peculiar, if not out-
right zany,  no one ever doubted that he was a Marine of exceptional dedication.  This article is offered as a 
tribute to the òRangeró and the contribution that he made to our 50õs era Recon legacy.    

       We are grateful to Marine Joyce A. Baggerly 

for   the photographs and most of the biographical 

data about ñRangerò McCain in this article.  Joyce  

has graciously allowed  us access to and permis-

sion to use portions of the  draft manuscript of her 

forthcoming book   which describes her associa-

tion with the ñRangerò.  She met McCain while a 

Woman Marine drill instructor at Parris Island in 

Sept of 1965 and they were engaged by the time 

he left for Vietnam. He broke the engagement after he was so badly 

wounded. The draft manuscript of her book is a testament to her 
skill as a biographical researcher.  We look forward to the comple-

tion of her book.    A great big Semper Fi salute to  Joyce!  

       Without her this article would have been another sea story.                                                                               

HU   

    Gunnery Sergeant James E. ñRangerò McCain 

** Gung-ho is loosely translated from the 

Chinese as Work Together .  Go to page 8 

for an in-depth definition. 



preparation for assignment to the ongoing conflict in Korea.     

He emerged from training as a machine gunner and was pro-

moted to Sergeant. 

      McCain shipped out to Korea in June of 1951 as a Machine 

Gun Section Leader assigned to the 7th Marine Regiment.  

There he also served as Platoon leader and as Platoon Sergeant.  

In Korea he was promoted to Staff Sergeant. 

      In January of 1953 he was transferred to the 3rd Marine 

Division in Japan.  He served as an Assault Platoon Sergeant 

with the 3rd Marines and was promoted to Technical Sergeant. 

       

              RECON COMPANY GETS A ñGUNNYò 

      In September of 1955 the future ñRangerò found himself 

back at Camp Pendleton, California as the Gunnery Sergeant of 

the 1st Marine Division Reconnaissance Company.  It is here 

that the writer and several other 50ôs era Recon comrades be-

came intimately familiar with Gunny McCain.  

    The Reconnaissance Company had only recently returned 

from Korea late in April of 1955.  Many of the members of the 

Company were recent additions, mostly untested and fresh 

from Infantry Training, all were volunteers.   

      The Company did, however, have a cadre of experienced 

Korean War veterans although their number was dwindling due 

to discharges. None of us remember that the Company had a 

formal ñGunnery Sergeantò before the arrival of McCain.  

Training had been intense and was conducted ably by Platoon 

Sergeants Adisey, Burke and Massaro, all Staff Sergeants. 

      The Gunny was immediate in loudly establishing  himself 

as senior NCO by offending the other senior staff over the is-

sue of billeting.   Staff Sergeants Bridges and Massaro bunked 

in a small second-story room in the Companyôs barracks build-

ing 15-B-9.  They offered to share the room with McCain but 

Tech Sergeant McCain insisted on taking the room for himself 

alone.  The Staff Sergeants complained to Captain Finne to no 

avail (RHIPðòRank Has Itôs Privilegeò) and they were forced 

to bunk in the squad bays with the platoons. 

      If memory serves the writer correctly after so long a time, 

our first protracted experience with the new Gunny was in the 

month after he arrived, October, 1955.  The Recon Company 

was assigned the task of acting as aggressor forces for the 11th 

Marine Regiment (Artillery) in a week-long field training exer-

cise at the Mohave Desert Marine base at 29 Palms, California.  

(See Reflections #10)  

      One incident that stands out in the minds of some of the 

participants during the exercise revolved around  the intended  

ñrescueò of  a wounded raven. 

      A routine reconnaissance patrol returned to the Recon base 

camp with a large raven.  The big bird had apparently suffered 

an accident and appeared to have a broken wing.  The poor 

creature was furnished with a ñCò ration carton for housing, 

water, and what a committee of a dozen self-appointed bird 

rescue experts decided was force-fed proper food.  Watching 

the poor wounded creature in its death throes was agonizing to 

its care-givers and, as might be expected (consultation with 

Corpsman not withstanding) , the bird slowly mustered out of 

their care into a better life and a permanent place in Recon or-

nithological history. 

    McCain immediately grasped the passing of the bird as a 

training opportunity and he ordered a military funeral.  A quick  

            (Continued from previous page) survey discovered that among the one hundred or so men of 

the Company, no one had the slightest idea of how to conduct 

the ceremony.  Enter the Gunny.  The bird was interred with 

full military honors in the scorched ground of  ñthe Stumpsò, 

complete with 21 guns,  after no little tutoring by McCain who 

knew the routine to the letter.  Putting humor aside, we were 

impressed more than a little. 

      The Gunny was fond of formal inspections.  One morning 

at a regular rifle inspection the formation was invaded by a 

small white cat which came out from under the barracks and 

walked between ranks in the formation assembled on our ten-

nis court.  McCain loudly chastised the cat and ordered it to be 

put under arrest.  The cat, not willing to face McCain, retreat-

ed to its lair under the barracks and could not be persuaded to 

surrender.  Eventually the cat was chased from under the bar-

racks and into a culvert behind the building.  No amount of 

coaxing would lure the cat from its safe hiding place.  The 

vigilante posse, in desperation, pulled the fire hose from the 

barracks and flooded the culvert.  The cat was never seen 

again and was presumed drowned while resisting arrest.  

 

ARMY RANGER TRAINING 

      In February and March of 1956 McCain was one of the 

first Recon Marines to attend Army Ranger Training at Fort 

Benning, Georgia.   

    A story is told of McCain and other Marines at Ranger 

training who were about to enter their car after exiting a res-

taurant one night.  As they prepared to leave, a group of young 

Army Ranger trainees came out the door of the restaurant.  

The Gunny quickly  dropped  down and  began to do push-ups  

starting his count loudly with ñninetyò.    (Continued on Page 4) 

          

   McCain conducting rifle inspectionðvenue unknown 
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            òResolved, That a letter be sent by Express to General 
Washington, to inform him, that they [Congress] having certain 
intelligence of the sailing of two north country built Brigs, of no 
force, from England, on the 11 of August last, loaded with arms, 
powder, and other stores, for Quebec, without a convoy, which it 
being of importance to intercept, that he apply to the council of 
Massachusetts bay, for the two armed vessels in their service, 
and despatch the same, with a sufficient number of people, 
stores, particularly a number of oars, in order, if possible, to 
intercept two Brigs and their cargoes, and secure the same for 
the use of the continent; Also, any other transports laden with 
ammunition, cloathing, or other stores, for the use of the ministe-
rial army or navy in America, and secure them in the most con-
venient places for the purpose abovementioned; that he give the 
commander or commanders such instructions as are necessary, 
as also proper encouragement to the marines and seamen, that 
shall be sent on this enterprize, which instructions, are to be 
delivered to the commander or commanders sealed up,with or-
ders not to open the same until out of sight of land, on account of 
secresy.  
      That a letter be wrote to council, to put vessels under the 
General's command and direction, and to furnish him instantly 
with every necessary in their power, at the expence of the Conti-
nent.  
      Also that the General be directed to employ vesselsó 

 
 
History of the United States Marine Corps - Wikipedia 

John Hancock of Second Continental Congress  

to General George Washington 

Washington, 5 October 1775 

Gunnery Sergeant McCain  wearing his characteristic 
army paratrooper boots which he insisted upon wearing.  
Some say, however, that when he had the opportunity to 
jump he would exchange them for tennis shoes.  Venue 
unknown 

A young McCain in China.  Take particular notice of the 
French  Fourragere which was awarded to the 5th and 
6th Marine Regiments in World War I.  He wears the 
ñOld Breedò patch of the First Marine Division.  We are 
unable to explain the hash mark.  

McCain, apparently instructing a young South Korean 
Soldier in the use of the M1917A1 .30 Caliber Water 
Cooled Machine Gun.  This photograph was probably 
taken in Korea where the Gunny was a Machine Gun 
Section Leader with the 7th Marines.    
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       He continued the exercise until he had counted ñone hun-

dredò, stood up, brushed his hands and entered the car as the 

young Ranger trainees watched in amazement.  Those who 

served under McCain in the 1st Recon Company will testify 

that he had a peculiar fondness for push-ups.  With little or no 

provocation he would tell you to drop and give him ten or so. 

      A favorite anecdote about the Gunny relates that when he 

returned from Ranger School he reported promptly to the 

Recon Company Commander.  McCain entered Captain 

Finneôs office with his Ranger rapelling rope wrapped across 

his chest, snapped smartly to attention and announced ñRanger 

McCain reporting for duty sir !ò  Legend tells us that the Cap-

tain, not favorably impressed, ordered ñRanger McCainò to 

leave his office.   

           Upon his return to Recon Company the Gunny was, and 

would forever thereafter be, ñRanger McCainò  

      McCainôs deportment changed considerably after attending 

Ranger School.  He  often quoted ñ Danger is no stranger to a 

Rangerò to the hidden amusement of many.  He also picked up 

a fetish about how our combat boots were to be laced while he 

was a Ranger School.  He was insistent that everyone lace their 

boots the way that he did. 

      Another notable change in the Gunnyôs behavior revolved 

around the way that he parked his large Cadillac Automobile 

(replete with a large Marine Corps Eagle, Globe and Anchor on 

the front).  After he returned from Ranger training he always 

thereafter backed the car into its parking space.  He commented 

that by doing so he would be able to leave quickly if the need 

arose. 

      McCainôs training methods were said to be ñfreelanceò by 

some.  He often quoted ñModify And Adjustò  or ñAdapt And 

Overcomeò as he led training or demonstrated.  Both sayings 

describe what he did with standard training procedures.  In later 

years the testimony of more than one Vietnam combat veteran 

who was trained by McCain was that the Gunnyôs ñfreelanceò 

methods probably saved their lives.  
      Captain Finne left Recon early in February of 1956 to com-

mand the Marine Detachment aboard the USS Franklin Roose-

velt.  He was relieved by 1st Lieutenant John C. Wickham.  

Wickham would not cater to McCain as Captain Finne had.  

Finne was a veteran of the Pacific War and had considerable 

experience.  He apparently felt a kinship to the ñChina Marineò 

that he saw in McCain.  The Ranger must have rubbed Lieuten-

ant Wickham the wrong way (more than one story is told about 

what precipitated the Rangerôs departure from Recon) because 

Wickham is said to have confined the Gunny to his room and 

promptly had  him transferred to the Division Headquarters 

Company.   At Headquarters Company he became the Platoon  

Leader for their Weapons Platoon and then Gunnery Sergeant.  

       

             (Continued from page 2)       Even after The Ranger left Recon we heard wild rumors 

of him.  Legend has it that he was threatened with Court Mar-

tial for continually having his Headquarters Company charges 

rappel from the upper windows and roof of their barracks.  

Another apocryphal tale has him doing the same with another 

command that he served with in later years.  Many have said 

that they never saw McCain without a duty belt on and that he 

carried his Ranger ropes with him almost religiously.  One 

young Marine commented that he looked like Poncho Villa 

with his ropes wrapped across his chest. 

 

ARMY JUMP SCHOOL 

THE RANGER BECOMES AIRBORNE 

      In March of 1957, less than a month before the Recon 

Company was disbanded to  become Charlie Company, 1st 

Recon Battalion, the Gunny, then in Headquarters Company, 

1st Marine Division, attended the Army Jump School at Fort 

Benning, Georgia.  Remarkably enough, John R. Massaro, 

then the Recon Company Gunnery Sergeant, and later the 

Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps attended the same ses-

sion of the Airborne School with McCain. 

       It is said that when the Airborne training unit went on     

their routine conditioning runs Gunny would often spontane-

ously sound off with a loud Marine cadence.  His outbursts 

evoked more than one rebuke from the Army Captain in 

charge.  Finally, McCain was called out and ordered to drop 

and give him ten push-ups.  After complying with the Cap-

tainôs order McCain snapped to attention and loudly asked the 

officer if he wanted to see him do more push-ups.  He is also 

credited with another falling out with his Army Trainers                                

over the way that he responded to roll-call.  The accepted re-

sponse to the call was ñpresentò.  McCain, proud of his naval 

heritage, would respond (always loudly) with ñon deckò. 

      In September of 1959 the Rangerôs mother died and he 

returned to Plainview, Texas on one of the rare occasions  

since he had enlisted fifteen years before.  His life was cen-

tered entirely upon the Marine Corps and his warrior calling.  

He was not returning home to Texas; the Marine Corps had 

become his home years before. 

      Early 1960 found him back in the 7th Marine Regiment at 

Camp Pendleton, California as a Platoon Sergeant.  In August 

of that year he was transferred to the 3d Marine Division on 

Okinawa.  There he served as the Camp Hansen Firing Range 

NCO  until October when he transferred to the 9th Marine 

Regiment.   For the next two years McCain served as Platoon 

Sergeant of the 1st Platoon of ñFò Company, 2d Battalion, 9th 

Marines from 2 October, 1960 until 29 March 1961.  At that 

time the Battalion History lists his rank as Gunnery Sergeant.  

He then served on the Battalion level at Camp Zukerman 

(Camp Hanson), Okinawa. 

      During the months of April and May of 1963 a Sub-unit of 

Marine Air Group 16 was assigned to 3rd Marine Division 

Schools at Camp Hanson, Okinawa.  The unit, Sub-unit 5, 

was said to be hand-picked for a Top Secret mission in Vi-

etnam.  Several Marines in the platoon-sized unit of less than 

60 men were from reconnaissance units in the 3d Marine Di-

vision.  Some had specialized Military Police backgrounds 

others had even more exotic qualifications.  

     The training of Sub-unit 5 was conducted almost exclu-

sively by Gunnery Sergeant James E. ñRangerò McCain who   

                                  (Continued on page 6) 
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