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Chapter 05195    1943 

 

John Stiles ‘Sonny’ Van Ness 

WW2 Marine Corporal 

Colonel Edson's 5th Marine Regiment,  

1st Marine Raider Battalion  

 

Fairfield, NJ and Galveston, TX 

 

Edward Pearce branch #3, generation #7.  

In-Law 

 

Sonny is the 1st cousin 1x removed of husband  

of 2nd great granddaughter of Henry Pearce 

3/272025 
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Sonny died age 56. 
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Sonny Van Ness was just 17 years old when he tried to enlist 

the day after the Pearl Harbor attack.  He left Caldwell NJ 

High School early.  After paperwork, He officially enlisted 

1/28/1942. 

 

Nine months later. Sonny went from High School to the worst 

battlefield at the time.  Guadacanal 10/1942 battle for Hender-

son Field. 

His 1941 Caldwell HS yearbook says he sang lead tenor in the 

band, singing Rumba songs. 
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1942 
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For 18 months John Stiles ‘Sonny’ Van Ness, 18, has fought with 
the 5th Marines. When they landed on Guadalcanal, he was one of 
the tiny group that survived the Japs’ withering cross fire on the 
beaches, battled for 118 days without replacement.  
 
All this his slender, greying father, Lloyd, has had in mind as he 
works in Curtiss-Wright’s plane-propeller plant in Caldwell, N.J.  

Last week, Lloyd Van Ness passed his 1,000th consecutive day on 
the job. He has not taken a Saturday, Sunday or holiday off for 
nearly 3 years. Said Iron Man Van Ness: “It’s easy.”  
 
Time Magazine, 11/8/1943.  15 cents. 

Japan’s Koga. 

Where is his fleet? 

Following the death of Ad-

miral  Yamamoto on April 

18, 1943, Koga succeeded 

Yamamoto as Chief of the 

Combined Jap Fleet.   
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J. Stiles Van Ness played End on 

the 1941 football team. 
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BUFFALO EVENING NEWS, Friday, 1/15/1943, Buffalo, NY, page 21. 
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Curtiss-Wright 

Propeller Plant 

was at 300 

Fairfield Road, 

Fairfield, NJ. 

Lloyd Mervin  

VAN NESS 

 

1889—1967  (77) 

 

Lloyd was age 53 in 

Jan 1943. 

 

He had a hunch 

back due to a serve 

car accident around 

1911 at the intersec-

tion of Passaic Ave 

and New Dutch Lane 

in Fairfield, NJ. 

 

Glen knew Lloyd, 

pushed in a wheel 

chair by Sonny, at 

the FDRC church in 

the 1950s-1960s. 
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Into the boats heading for Guadalcanal. 
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12/1942 

Sonny Van Ness was nearby in the 5th Marines, 1st battalion. 
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He enlisted on his 17th birthday 1/28/1942.  US Marines. 

1st Marines Division 

 

The Battle of Guadalcanal lasted from 8/7/1942 to 2/9/1943.  

This means that 17 year old Sonny only trained from 1/28/1942 

to 8/1942, just 6 months.  

 

Bloody Ridge (Edson’s Ridge) view southward Hill 123 with Col 

Edson CP, Vandergriff CP. 
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1942 Japanese soldiers at Guadalcanal.  



20 



21 

Curtiss-Wright 

Propeller Plant 

After the war, Glen’s father Al Pierce briefly worked at the 

Fairfield NJ plant down the road. 
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The Japanese attacked on a dark 

moonless midnight hour.  There 

were 2,500 Japanese soldiers and 

800 US Marines who fought in the 

dark jungle. 
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Guadalcanal— Hill 123  (Hill 2) 
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Sonny Van Ness served in the 1942 Marines with Colonel Edson's 

'5th Marine Regiment, 1st Marine Raider Battalion' and fought at 

Guadalcanal, Tulagi and Bougainville battles. Fought at Edson's 

Ridge in Guadalcanal later known as Bloody Ridge or Hill 123 Sept 

1942 near Henderson field. 

 

Battle of Edson Ridge:  In August of 1942, the Americans landed 

on Guadalcanal and captured a Japanese airfield under construc-

tion that would become known as Henderson Field.  As it turns out, 

the Japanese wanted it back and the next few months would see 

ferocious fighting for that cause. Edson's Raiders had endured 

much of this combat and on the evening of September 12, were 

sent to a reserve position near Henderson Field where they were 

expected to catch a short break and get some rest. 

However, an unexpected Japanese attack that evening ruined any 

such plans as the Raiders of 1st Battalion were once again pitched 

battle for their lives. 

 

With part of the positions overrun, Col. Edson withdrew his men the 

next day to a ridgeline approximately 400 yards to the south and 

gave the order for his Marines to prepare for its defense. It was here 

on this ridge the Col. Edson gave his Marines the encouragement to 

simply hold out one more night giving them time to mentally and 

physically prepare for what was to come. 

 

Sonny was a ‘runner’ for Colonel Edson. 
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Successes in the Japanese assault due to the sheer numerical ad-

vantage led to some Marine positions being overrun and their flanks 

dangerously exposed. 

 

One Marine officer who participated recounted it as, "The Japanese 

attack was almost constant, like a rain that subsides for a moment 

and then pours the harder… When one wave was mowed down - 

and I mean mowed down - another followed it into death." 

 

As portions of the Marines begin to withdraw and it seemed like de-

feat was imminent, they ran into a certain Colonel who was never 

short of the right words to say as he rallied them to prepare the de-

fense around Hill 123. Is often said of Colonel Edson that his Ma-

rines would follow him anywhere, but their only problem would be 

keeping up. 

Throughout the night of September 13, Colonel Edson could always 

be seen just 20 yards behind the front firing line rallying his Marines 

and organizing their defense. At times when other Marines could be 

seen hugging the ground, Col. Edson exposed himself to danger-

ous fire in order to single-handedly save the battalion. 

 

As the day broke the next morning, Edson's Raiders were still in 

command of Hill 123 and the Japanese assault was repulsed. The 

world would often refer to this particular ridge as "Bloody Ridge," 

but the Marines who fought there would only refer to it as Edson's 

Ridge seeing as how much their commander was determined to 

own it. 
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Sept 1942 Guadalcanal.  Sonny was on Edson’s Ridge in green 

area.  He was a “runner” for Edson. 

US 1942 Edson patrol at Guadalcanal water crossing. 
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On 17 September, Vandegrift sent two companies from the 1st Bat-

talion, 1st Marine Regiment (1/1) to pursue the retreating Japa-

nese. The Marines were ambushed by two Japanese companies 

acting as rear-guards for the withdrawal, and one Marine platoon 

was pinned down as the rest of the Marines retreated.  

 

The Marine company commander requested permission to attempt 

to rescue his platoon but was denied by Vandegrift. By nightfall, the 

Japanese overran and nearly annihilated the platoon, killing 24 Ma-

rines. 

It was a long way from Caldwell High School. 
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GUDALCANAL 1942.  Eleanor Roosevelt visit. 

“From Eleanor’s diary: 22 Sept 43- One of the things which I shall 

never forget on Guadalcanal is my visit to the cemetery. The little 

church there was built by the natives and given to the sliders; they 

even made an altar and the altar vessels, carving them beautifully 

and decorating the church with symbols which have special mean-

ings for them—fishes of various kind which mean long life, eternity, 

etc.  

It was very moving to walk among the graves and realize how united 

these boys had been in spite of differences in religion and back-

ground. The boy's mess-kit or sometimes his helmet hung on the 

cross which some friend would have carved with the appropriate 

symbol of the Jewish or Catholic or Protestant faith. Words that came 

from the heart were carved on the base, such as "He was a grand 

guy"—"Best buddy ever."“  Guadalcanal Museum. 

During the 6-month battle, Japanese had 19,000 killed and Allies (primarily 

US forces) around 7,100.   
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The Battle is over. 

 

“Here are the 5th Marines (like Sonny Van Ness) leaving Guadal-

canal on 12/9/1942.  

 

One thing to note, they are not in rags as popular accounts like to 

potray them. By December, a solid supply line had arrived on the is-

land. The majority had a new issue of clothing. Most wore mis-

matched items but very serviceable. Almost all however, were suf-

fering from malnutrition, malaria and battle fatigue.” 

(Guadalcanal - Walking a Battlefield site) 
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Marine Raider insignia  
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Card filled out in 1945 after Sonny was discharged.  

Don’t know why. 
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Glen remembers Sonny at the FDRC about 1959-1965.  He 

would drive his parents (Lloyd and Hazel Van Ness) to the 

church.  Lloyd used a wheelchair for his frail body due to a car 

accident in his teens. 

 

So as not to hold everyone up, they would wait in their car for the 

church people to sit in the pews.  While the choir and church go-

ers sang the first song, It seemed that Sonny would wheel in 

Lloyd thru the right side door.  So as not to disturb the service. 

 

The 3 of them would sit near that door, 

 

I remember asking Dave Millison, who was that fellow Sonny.  He 

said that he served in WW2 and had problems adjusting to life.   

 

I suppose like todays PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) 

mental health condition that's caused by an extremely stressful 

or terrifying event like Guadalcanal.  Sonny was a smart man 

working for an engineering firm called Lummus in Bloomfield NJ; 

age 35 in 1960.  (Glen Plumstead worked at Lummus 15 years 

later). 

 

His sisters Helen and Beverly told me that the war affected Son-

ny.   
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He died from a heart attack at a Galveston 

Texas hospital.  Paterson NJ News, Monday, 

8/24/1981.  Brought back to NJ. 

8/22/1981 died 

Rests at the 

FDRC cemetery, 

Fairfield, NJ. 



42 

Sonny was divorced twice.  He and 1st wife Dorothy Elizabeth 

Lunsford married 8/28/1953 in Dallas Texas.  They had a son 

John Stevens 'Jay' VAN NESS 12/19/1954—5/15/1995 (40). 
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Fairfield Dutch Reformed Church, Fairfield, NJ. 



44 

I need to check this out. 

 

a division is the parent unit of regiments and battalions. In the 1st 

Marine Division there were 3 rifle regiments and 1 artillery regi-

ment. Plus several independent battalions such as the 1st Raid-

ers. Each regiments had 3 battalions. The battalions had compa-

nies which had platoons and squads. By the way the 1st Raiders 

were not part of the 5th Marine Regiment. Edson commanded the 

Raiders and then in Sept left them to assume command of the 5th 

Marines.  


