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Introduction

World War II was winding down by the spring of 1945, and it was obvious that the Allies would emerge the victors from the global conflict that had dominated the decade. However, no one was under the false impression that the last days of the global conflict would be easy, particularly in the Pacific.

The Americans had come a long way since the nation, emphatically isolationist as the nations of Europe were facing the rising threats of fascism and Nazism, was sent reeling by the surprise attack on its vulnerable naval base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Forced into war, the Americans gave it everything they had in their determination to win. They knew that, just as the Normandy invasion on D-Day in 1944 tested them as they prepared to invade Europe, the battle to defeat Japan in 1945 would take its toll on their forces.

Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich was in its death throes as the Allies, including the Soviet Red Army, had liberated much of Europe from Nazi domination and were getting ever closer to Berlin, where they would force Germany to agree to an unconditional surrender. This left Japan alone in its fight against the Allies. By spring of 1945, the Americans had battled their way across the Pacific Ocean, and they were gearing up for an invasion of the Japanese mainland.

One after the other, the Japanese Home Islands were falling to the Americans. Still, the fighting, particularly at the Battle of Iwo Jima, was nothing less than slaughter as 1945 brought a new reality to the Pacific campaign. In the fight at Iwo Jima, the American Marines endured casualties that struck approximately 33% of their forces, making it what some historians regard as the most intense battle of the Pacific theater.

The Americans knew that they could expect the same bloodbath in the campaign to overcome the Japanese forces defending Okinawa. Yet there was no other way to bring Japan to its knees. Japanese honor did not regard surrender as an option. The war was now on Japanese soil, but the Japanese refused to cede victory to the Americans. If they had to die to defend their homeland and their way of life, they were willing to do so. And they would make sure that as many Americans as possible died along with them.

Located approximately 350 miles south of the mainland of Japan, Okinawa boasted nearly 500 square miles of hills, trees, and dense foliage which made it an ideal defensive location for the Japanese Empire to make its final stand. By this time, Japan’s naval forces were diminished, and the lethal kamikaze pilots were its most devastating weapon. The airbases which the Japanese would use to launch their bombers and long-range escorts made it a strategic goal for the Americans, who knew that they had to secure those airbases if they were going to be able to invade mainland Japan and achieve victory.

The intention of the Americans was to subject Japan to a massive bombardment followed by what would be the largest amphibious landing that the Americans had yet launched during the Pacific campaign. The attacks by air and sea had begun in October of the previous year. From the air, Rear Admiral Marc Mitscher had directed operations in March 1945 which destroyed hundreds of Japanese aircraft. But even with that devastating tally, the Japanese were mounting brutally effective kamikaze attacks on the naval units of the Allies.

The Americans had notched some significant battles once they entered the war, but Okinawa, everyone knew, was the end of the voyage that had seen the Americans advance through the Central and South Pacific since mid-1942. Now, under the command of Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner, Jr. of the Tenth U.S. Army, the U.S. Pacific Fleet was engaged in the largest land command that had ever been assembled under the direct control of the Navy.

The American invasion force was under the command of Admiral Raymond Spruance of the Fifth Fleet. Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner’s Tenth Army was the land assault force, with command of the invasion force divided between Major General John R. Hodge and Major General Roy S. Geiger.

General Mitsuru Ushijima, with 130,000 men from his 32nd Army, was in charge of the Japanese garrison on Okinawa, with additional support provided by the 20,000 members of the Home Guard. They were battle-tested veterans. But so were the Americans, who had the advantage of having their numbers replenished by new troops arriving.

On April 1, 1945, two Marine and two Army divisions landed on Okinawa for the campaign that was named Operation Iceberg. They had some support from the British Navy. Facing the Allied forces were 155,000 Japanese air, naval, and ground troops. Approximately half a million civilians lived on the large island. It was not lost on the soldiers that the date was April Fool’s Day. But it was also Easter Sunday. Soldiers were free to decide for themselves which holiday was more relevant to the battle, which did not end until June 22. During that time, the Tenth Army, which was made up of Navy, Marine, and Infantry corps, attacked underwater and on land.

After nearly three months, upon a landscape soaked with blood and the bodies of the fallen, the U.S. military took control of Okinawa. The soldiers had been made to fight to the death for every inch of it. In the end, more men had died on Okinawa than on any other battleground in the Pacific. The battle, which would come to be described as the Typhoon of Steel, resulted in around 60,000 Allied casualties; the Japanese would suffer more than twice as many casualties. It has also been estimated that as many as 150,000 civilians were dead or missing when the dust finally settled. Compared to the other Pacific campaigns which involved the American Navy, this one was butchery.

Realizing how staunch a resistance the Japanese would mount as they sought to protect their home country, the Americans thought of another option to bring an end to the war. Should they risk the horrific loss of more American soldiers, or should they employ a swifter means of forcing the Japanese to surrender? Hiroshima and Nagasaki paid the price for the Japanese resistance at Okinawa, with the dropping of atomic bombs that finally brought the Japanese to surrender.


Chapter One

Revenge for Pearl Harbor

“To have the United States at our side was to me the greatest joy. Now at this very moment I knew the United States was in the war, up to the neck and in to the death. So we had won after all! . . . Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they would be ground to powder.”

—British Prime Minister Winston Churchill

The United States had looked away as Nazi Germany spread its flag across a devastated Europe. Lend-Lease was enough, Americans felt; better to remain neutral and stay out of this particularly brutal foreign entanglement. President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who had just won an unprecedented third term as president, watched with wiser eyes, knowing that American isolationism could not withstand the momentum of military madness controlling the globe. But it was not Germany, but Japan, that brought the United States into the war. On December 7, 1941, as the Japanese Navy stunned the Americans with a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor where the American Pacific Fleet was based, the United States found itself engaged in the global conflict that the nation had been so intent on avoiding. Yet neutrality was no longer an option as American raced from dogged isolationism into full-throttle engagement.

Not only ships were lost on December 7, the day which President Roosevelt predicted would live in infamy; morale was also shattered as the battleships were ravaged by the attack. The first wave of the Japanese attack that Sunday morning began at 7:48 Hawaiian Time, as the island of Oahu was overwhelmed from the air by 353 planes. A second wave followed with 171 planes. Within 90 minutes, more than 2,000 sailors, 218 soldiers and airmen, 109 marines and 68 civilians were dead. The USS Arizona and Oklahoma would never sail again. Other battleships would need repairs before they could be seaworthy. The attack left its devastating mark on the aircraft as well, destroying nearly 200 and damaging more than 150.

As the smoke billowed out over the ruined naval base, the Japanese returned home satisfied with their victory. They believed that they would rule the Pacific and for the initial years of the war, they dominated the air, the land, and the sea—including the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, Burma, Singapore, Hong Kong, Wake Island and Guam. The Japanese Empire needed to control the Pacific because, in order to maintain their war machine, they needed to be able to guarantee the food, oil, and other items which they did not produce. They had dealt the Americans a shattering defeat. But out of the ashes of Pearl Harbor would rise a fighting spirit, a galvanized home front, a revitalized industry, and a determination to wreak vengeance on the Japanese.

Upon learning that the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor and the Americans were in the war, beleaguered British Prime Minister uncorked a bottle of champagne to celebrate. He telephoned President Roosevelt and said, “So we have won after all.” In his diary, Churchill, who had an American mother, wrote, “American blood flows in my veins. . . . The United States is like a gigantic boiler. Once the fire is lighted under it, there is no limit to the power it can generate.”

Churchill’s optimism did not make him an idealist. He knew that the road to victory would fill graveyards all across the European continent and the Pacific Ocean. But Churchill read something different in the ruined ships of Pearl Harbor. He





Conclusion

It was a battle of nations. It was a battle of cultures. In order to get to Japan, the Americans had to win Okinawa. But they could only win if they destroyed the Japanese military and its fighting ethic. Such a contest, on such a scale, was not merely warfare. It was a battle of titans. When it was over, the isolationist nation that had intended to avoid the war was the Colossus that had won its revenge over the Empire of Japan for the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor.

Yet the bloodiest battle of the Pacific campaign of World War II forced military leaders to consider what the numbers would total when they invaded Japan. The Army had lost 4,600 to death, with another 18,000 wounded. For the Marines, 3,200 were killed, and 13,700 were wounded. The Navy, although not part of the ground combat, had suffered from the kamikaze attacks: close to 5,000 were killed and another 4,900 wounded.

The Americans decided that they did not want another such victory, with a death toll that almost made the triumph too costly. They knew that the military and the citizens of Japan would fight to the death to preserve their country, their emperor, and their way of life. But there was another way, a weapon which would not cost the lives of American soldiers. It would, however, inflict mind-numbing destruction and casualties upon the Japanese and it would usher in a new era in weapons. Because of the cost of the victory of Okinawa, the world was at the dawn of the nuclear age.

