
Luther Leru “Dusty” Rhodes 
Private First Class – U.S.M.C. 

 Killed in Action/Missing in Action on Guadalcanal, Solomon Islands on 7 October 1942 
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Rhodes was born in Edneyville, Henderson County, NC on 22 Mar 1924. He served in the United States 

Marine Corps, L Company, Third Battalion, Fifth Marines, First Marine Division. He was killed in action Oct. 

7, 1942, at the Battle of Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. His body was not recovered. 









 

 

  



  



 

Eyewitness report of Rhodes’ death: 

[PFC Larry “Hardrock”] Gerkin and I stood in the middle of a battlefield, the battle now ended, but 
the blood, death, moans, dismembered bodies, and general ugliness were all around us…. I saw 
Dusty Rhodes’ corporal and squad leader coming toward us. He spoke to Gerk. 
 
“Larry, I’ve been looking for you.” 
“Oh?” Gerk said. “How’s the kid?” 
“That’s why I came over here, Gerk,” the corporal said. “I wanted you to know the kid got hit last 
night.” 
“How bad?” Gerkin asked. “Will he be okay?” 
“Look, Larry,” the corporal said. “It was dark, all hell was busting loose, and I don’t know what the 
hell happened.” He stopped talking for a second, then said, “He’s dead, Larry – and I just wanted to 
tell you personally.” 

Gerkin didn’t say anything. He lowered his head and kicked at the dirt a couple times. He didn’t say 

anything at all, and I didn’t say anything either. There was nothing I could tell him. The only decent 

thing I could do was keep quiet and leave Gerk alone. 

Finally, Gerk looked up again and asked the corporal, “Where is he? Where’s the kid?” 
“He’s over here a little way,” the corporal said. 
Gerkin looked at me. “I’m gonna go take a look at him, Ore.” 
“Okay, Larry,” I said. “Go ahead – No, wait. I’ll go with you.” 
 
So we followed the corporal over to where his squad was situated, and as we got there, we saw the 
kid’s body. 
 
Gerkin choked up and let out a sob. There in front of us, in the midst of all the dead and wounded, 
two men from the 2nd Platoon were rolling Dusty onto a poncho. My thought then, and my vivid 
memory sixty years later, was how white Dusty’s light blond hair looked as they wrapped him in the 
poncho. 
 
Gerkin pulled himself together and went directly to the two men who were getting ready to take the 
kid’s body away. He said to them, “Don’t drop that kid while you’re moving him in that poncho. 
Don’t bump him on the ground, or I’ll kick the shit out of both of you.” 
 
“Okay, Gerk,” one of them said quietly. “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of him.” 
 
Larry wandered off somewhere, and it was about thirty minutes before he showed up again. I never 
heard him mention the kid again or say anything about him. Not ever. I understood his silence 
perfectly. It was the only way you could keep on going and keep yourself from cracking up 
altogether. Death was everywhere, but to keep going, we had to push the dead out of our thoughts. 
And from that day on, I never heard anyone mention Dusty Rhodes’ name in Larry Gerkin’s 
presence…. 
Ore J. Marion, On The Canal: The Marines of L/3/5 on Guadalcanal, 1942; also Geoffrey W. Roecker, 
Leaving Mac Behind: The Lost Marines of Guadalcanal, p. 43. 



Summary of Luther Rhodes service with the U.S. Marine Corps 

Luther Rhodes enlisted in the Marine Corps on November 11, 1941, at the age of 17. After boot 
camp at Parris Island, SC, he was assigned to L Company, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines at New River 
(now Camp Lejeune) North Carolina. In late May 1942, he deployed to New Zealand and prepared 
for the invasion of Guadalcanal. Rhodes was part of the D-Day invasion of the island on August 7, 
1942, the first land battle of American forces in WWII. The invasion was unopposed, and his unit 
captured Henderson Field the next day. However, between August 8 and the time of his death, 
October 7, Rhodes engaged with the Japanese in constant combat actions which included what 
became known as “Bloody Ridge” and the Matanikau River battles, the last of which resulted in his 
death. Rhodes’ unit remained on Guadalcanal until November of 1942.  

Rhodes’ time on Guadalcanal is written about in two books. The first is Ore J. Marion’s On The 
Canal: The Marines of L/3/5 on Guadalcanal, 1942, published in 2004 and Geoffrey W. Roecker’s 
Leaving Mac Behind: The Lost Marines of Guadalcanal, published in 2019. Both books have a photograph 
of Rhodes.  

On the Canal was written by Ore Marion, a sergeant in Rhodes’ company and describes L company’s 
action during their time on Guadalcanal. Description of Rhodes in the book relates that he was 
given the nickname “Dusty” and also, “the Kid.” It also (above) related the circumstances of his 
death and the esteem his fellow Marines held in him. 

Leaving Mac Behind is focused on the approximate 400 Marines who fought on Guadalcanal whose 

remains were not recovered or were listed as “unknown.” It discussed the chaotic difficulties 

associated with leaving dead Marines in temporary graves during battles and the problems with later 

recovering bodies that quickly disintegrated under tropical jungle conditions and on rugged terrain. 

Adding to the problems of accounting for the dead was the late arrival of graves registration units 

and the poor condition of the bodies after weeks or months in hastily constructed graves.  Making 

this even more difficult was the disinterment of all buried in the 1st Marine Division cemetery in 

1948 and moved either to the States or in cemeteries in Hawaii or the Philippines. Since then, there 

has been vast development of Guadalcanal where much of the battlefields were subsumed by new 

buildings and infrastructure. Still, remains are occasionally found on Guadalcanal. 

Also, in Leaving Mac Behind are three letters to and from Rhodes’ parents.  The first, dated July 16, 

1946, was written by Marine Captain Edwin C. Clarke to Rhodes’ parents, related that they were 

unable to recover Rhodes’ remains. The second letter dated July 25, 1946, from Rhodes’ parents, Mr. 

and Mrs. Harley B. Rhodes to the Commandant of the Marines Corps in Washington, DC 

mentioned the July 16, 1946, letter and related that  “with deep sorrow we read the news that the 

remains of our dead son” have not been located and added the hope that he could be “returned to 

his beloved Land the U.S.A. for his final resting place.” A copy of this letter is above. 

A third letter dated August 11, 1946, to Mr. Harley and Mrs. Rhodes from Marine Lieutenant 

Colonel D. Routh mentions the July 25 letter and relates that “this office received a report that your 

son was buried the 1st Marine Division Cemetery on Guadalcanal, British Solomon Islands. 

However, a recheck was recently made of the cemetery and I regret to inform you that no record 

was found of his grave.” Routh continued stating, “it may be that your son’s remains could not be 

identified at the time of interment and were of necessity buried among the unidentified in one of the 

military cemeteries.” Routh goes on and describes the difficulty of identifying the dead and finished 



the letter by stating, “I can understand your desire to have your son’s remains recovered and any 

further information obtained will be forwarded to you.” 

                        

Luther’s boyhood home on Rhodes Road (in 2025)      Luther’s parents Harley and Mrs. Rhodes  

       

Luther’s brother Marvin in July 2025 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

Guadalcanal in July 2025 in the vicinity of where Rhodes was killed. See red arrows. 

During the war, all of this was jungle. 


