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Introduction

The Battle of Iwo Jima was the setting for some of the most brutal fighting of World War II, a conflict which was notable for its casualties, the determination of the Japanese to die rather than surrender to the Americans, and the dogged persistence of the American Marines.

The Americans needed Iwo Jima for its strategic location. The goal of the Battle of Iwo Jima, or Operation Detachment as it was designated in the American military, was to capture the whole island, which included three airfields still under Japanese control, so that the Americans would have a staging area from which attacks could be launched against the Japanese main islands. American B-29 Superfortresses were vulnerable to the fighter interceptors that the Japanese launched from the airstrips on Iwo Jima. The bombers based on the island were also a threat, as the 20th Air Force lost more of its B-29s to bomber raids set from Iwo Jima than from any of its long-range attacks on the Japanese homeland. Lacking an emergency landing or refueling field on the return route from Tokyo hindered American strategy. Take the island, get rid of the Japanese threat on the island, and use the island for American landings and refueling—that was the plan.

After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the United States went on to play a pivotal role in the titanic struggle to wrest occupied Europe from Nazi dominance. Yet it was the battle in the Pacific and the quest for revenge against the Empire of Japan that aroused the nation’s fury. Throughout the series of engagements, the Americans had pressed hard, causing the Japanese to lose men they could not replace. The invincible reputation the Japanese had forged in the earlier years had waned.

By 1944, the Japanese had been turned back from Burma and were isolated in the eastern sector. The Allies were clearly rising in power, and they intended to capitalize upon their prowess. By capturing Iwo Jima and destroying the Japanese merchant fleet, the Japanese mainland could not be supplied with food from the conquered land of Southeast Asia. Still, the Japanese had no intention of surrendering. It was foreign to their culture, and they did not regard the Americans as worthy adversaries. By the time the war reached Iwo Jima, the first time that the Empire of Japan was faced with combat on its home turf, the instructions for their troops were to fight to the death.

When the foes met at Iwo Jima for a 36-day contest of butchery and endurance, suspense was not a factor. The Americans were certain victors. They had the support of extensive naval artillery. The United States possessed a clear and decisive edge in weapons and troops, as well as supremacy of the skies, thanks to Navy and Marine aviators. There was no question that they would win. But no one could have imagined that victory would come at such a heavy price in Marine casualties.

The Japanese, on the other hand, could not retreat because there was no sanctuary to go to. They lacked reinforcements. Their supplies of food and provisions were low. They would not surrender despite the privations which the soldiers endured as supplies and men dwindled. They would inflict punishment on the invaders with every advantage that they could muster. The Japanese had fortified their positions on the island. They had 11 miles of tunnels with concealed bunkers and hidden artillery to strengthen their position, preparing to defend against the first American attack against the Japanese Home Islands. The Japanese knew that in order to protect their country, they had to punish the American invaders.

That punishment was delivered. Iwo Jima has the grim distinction of being the only major Pacific engagement of World War II in which American casualties outnumber the Japanese dead. The Americans suffered more than 26,000 casualties, including nearly 7,000 deaths. The Japanese suffered as well. At the start of the battle, Japan had around 21,000 soldiers on Iwo Jima. More than 17,000 Japanese troops died and several hundred were taken prisoner. Some of those prisoners were unconscious when they were captured. As many as 3,000 remaining Japanese troops kept up the resistance within the network of caves for days afterward, until they either died of their wounds or surrendered.

Although the combat deaths of the Japanese were three times the number of American deaths, Americans suffered more total casualties. With Iwo Jima, the Imperial Japanese Army made it quite clear that in order for the Americans to claim victory, they would shed blood in abundance. The “Meatgrinder” in the north and the extinct volcano called Mount Suribachi in the south would witness the most excruciating scenes of battle.

Although Iwo Jima was a military defeat for Japan, it set into motion decisions that would define the strategy of the Pacific war in the dwindling months of conflict. The Americans knew that they would have to fight for every bit of soil they were able to take from the Japanese. The Japanese ferocity and determination to save their homeland would ultimately bring terrible destruction to Japan when the Americans, bruised by Iwo Jima and scarred by Okinawa to come, realized that if they were to force Japan to surrender, they would need something more convincing than battle to do so.

Iwo Jima was seen as a site of surpassing strategic importance to both sides. After the war, however, when the casualty count was assessed and the Americans weighed the carnage against the gains, the perspective changed. The Marines had not been consulted during the planning stages of the operation, and it was the Marine forces that suffered the injuries and deaths. In April 1945, William V. Pratt, the retired Chief of Naval Operations, said regarding Iwo Jima and the costs of capturing it, “expenditure of manpower to acquire a small, God-forsaken island, useless to the Army as a staging base and useless to the Navy as a fleet base ... [one] wonders if the same sort of airbase could not have been reached by acquiring other strategic localities at lower cost.”

Ironically, for all the presumed strategic importance of Iwo Jima for American advances against Japan, only ten landing and refueling missions were flown from the island after the Americans achieved victory over it.

But that was for the future. On October 4, 1944, the joint chiefs of staff gave the commander in chief of the Pacific Fleet, Admiral Chester Nimitz, his orders. He was to get ready to capture Iwo Jima in early 1945.


Chapter Seven

Aftermath and Legacy

“Among the Americans serving on Iwo Jima Island, Uncommon Valor was a Common Virtue.”

—Admiral Chester W. Nimitz

Perhaps the most iconic photograph of World War II for Americans, the raising of the flag on Iwo Jima came to symbolize the triumph of the war as well as the cost of winning it. Joe Rosenthal photographed the six Marines who were seen raising the flag in what was actually a recreation of the original flag raising on February 23.

The photograph instantly struck a chord with a war-weary nation eager to see the conflict end so that their boys could come home. Three of the Marines in the photograph, Sergeant Michael Strank, Corporal Harlon Block, and Private First Class Franklin Sousley, were killed in the fighting just days after they helped to raise the American flag. Another one of the soldiers, Harry Hansen, was wrongly identified as Block; the mistake was not corrected until several years after the war ended and Harlon Block was correctly identified as being the man in the photograph. Both men died six days after the photograph was taken. That left Privates First Class Rene Gagnon and Ira Hayes, who ended the war as celebrities cheered by a patriotic America.

It was actually Hayes, troubled that Sergeant Hanson had been incorrectly named as one of the Marines in the photograph, two tried to tell the military higher-ups that the man in the photograph was actually Harlon Block. His efforts to tell the truth were not encouraged—the military had already released the names of the flag raisers. In 1946, Hayes walked and hitchhiked the distance from his home in Arizona to Harlon Block’s family in Texas and told them the truth. The family informed their congressman, and in 1947, the Marines made the correction.

Hayes, despite being recognized as a hero for his actions on Iwo Jima and despite an appearance in a John Wayne film, a bond tour, a meeting at the White House with President Truman, recognition from President Dwight D. Eisenhower when the Marine Corps War Memorial was dedicated, and a Navy Commendation from the Marine Corps, found civilian life to be unlivable. The Native American veteran was reluctant to discuss his actions in the war. He was arrested frequently for public intoxication and could not keep a job. Referring to the men who died fighting for Iwo Jima, Hayes said, “They were better men than me and they’re not coming back.”

He was only 32 years old when he died of alcohol poisoning and exposure after being found in an abandoned hut following a night of drinking. He was honored with burial at Arlington National Cemetery.

Perhaps the plight of men such as Hayes, who survived the war but could not bear the peace, could only be understood by other veterans of the battle. On February 19, 1985, veterans from the American and Japanese sides met for the Reunion of Honor on Iwo Jima, only a few yards away from the spot where the Americans landed.

During the service, a plaque was unveiled. On each side of the plaque is an inscription, one in English and on the other side, in Japanese. The English translation side faces the beaches where the Americans landed. The Japanese side faces inland, toward the direction where the Japanese heroically defended their position. The inscription on the plaque reads: “On the 40th anniversary of the battle of Iwo Jima, American and Japanese veterans met again on these same sands, this time in peace and friendship. We commemorate our comrades, living and dead, who fought here with bravery and honor, and we pray together that our sacrifices on Iwo Jima will always be remembered and never be repeated.” Memorial services have continued to be held every five years since then.

For Regan Turner, regional director at The Mission Continues and a Marine Corps veteran who led infantry platoons on combat deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan, the anniversary is more than just a day of remembrance. “Since that battle, every generation of Marines who has followed in their footsteps has been charged to live up to the legacy of those Marines and Navy Corpsman who raised the American flag on Mount Suribachi.”

What, then, is the legacy of Iwo Jima? Take away the memorable photograph, a memorial, B-29s having a safe place to land when in jeopardy, and the defeat of the enemy, what is left? For the Marines, it is the enduring legend of a military force that will not give up, no matter the cost. The Marine slogan, “Semper Fi,” means “always faithful.”

Iwo Jima was a testing ground for the Americans poised to be victorious and for the Japanese, doomed to be defeated. The two sides had proven that they were not afraid to fight and die in defense of their mission.

