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Introduction


Great American World War II Stories breaks the mold

Painstakingly chosen from the most moving and graphic stories available, and through inspiring, cautionary detail, this book will bring readers into the largest war ever fought.

For the Americans who fought, most of whom were volunteer soldiers, sailors, and Marines, courage and duty were watchwords. Freedom and principle mattered more than their own lives.

Here are accounts that are told with startling clarity, showing how young Americans almost casually put their lives on the line routinely in battles on land, sea, and in the air.

This is the courage that led Admiral Chester W. Nimitz to describe the actions of American Marines on Iwo Jima as a performance where “uncommon valor was a common virtue.”

Before the war, before the United States poured everything it had into the fight for democracy, it is unlikely any of the soldiers whose wrenching, uplifting, and heroic stories are told in this collection would have thought their actions would be celebrated more than eighty years later.

But here it is.

Most were kids, still in high school, worried about things adolescents concern themselves with—grades or jobs or football scores or getting a date for the senior prom. Most were barely old enough to shave, let alone storm the beaches at Normandy or assault Iwo Jima or battle for weeks on Okinawa. Most had not been exposed to death, let alone have had any experience in watching a friend they had trained with die under a raking stream of machine-gun fire.

Before that war, most had never been away from home, yet they would find themselves hunkered down on a desolate beach on a godforsaken island in the South Pacific or hiding from German patrols on a lonely Mediterranean outpost.

Many had not yet driven a car, but some would learn to fly and take part in aerial battles that required finely honed instincts, reflexes, and the nerve to send an enemy plane to Kingdom Come and bring their damaged aircraft back to the safety of their base.

The soldiers, sailors, Marines, and pilots whose actions are recounted in these stories grew up fast. Some would return home, many would not. Many never got the chance to reach adulthood, their dreams and hopes dying with them thousands of miles from home.

Still they served.

There was much at stake. The very foundation of the United States was in peril, and they would have none of that. These young men were willing, even enthusiastic, about defending the elements of the American Constitution that made the United States unique—the guarantee of civil rights and individual liberty, freedom of the press and of religion, and the right to vote and choose our leaders without interference or challenge.

Those young men would die for those rights.

The stories in this collection, on the one hand, are a stark reminder of the price of freedom and the cost many paid to allow future generations to live and prosper in a free and open society.

On the other hand, the stories here are a breathtaking and admirable homage to courage and selflessness. Every soldier, sailor, or Marine whose heroism is recounted in these stories was honorable, courageous, and brave.

Here are the Marines on Iwo Jima and Okinawa, the soldiers and the general who led them onto the beaches of Normandy. Here also is the story of the USS Nautilus, which engaged the enemy in fourteen different patrols from the Battle of Midway to the liberation of the Philippines. You will also find an oral history of the pilots who helped control the skies and a highly personal account of a pilot downed and alone in the jungles of Burma and the travails and ultimate rescue of the crew of a sunken submarine.

Here also is a little known and ill-fated attempt by American commandoes in the Mediterranean, and an indefatigable crew of a “crash boat” crew whose mission was to rescue downed pilots, often under fire.

Great American World War II Stories is, above all else, a tribute to American duty, honor, and victory.










One.

Omaha Beach

Following General Cota

Noel F. Mehlo Jr.

On the morning of June 6, 1944, the transport USS Charles Carroll delivered landing craft to the western approaches of Omaha Beach. Under the command of Cdr. Harold Woodall Biesemeier from August 13, 1942, to June 13, 1944, this ship and her crew conducted assault landings in North Africa and in Italy, including at Sicily and Salerno, while under fire.

At 5 a.m., she stood eleven miles off the Normandy coast, rolling slightly in a wind-flecked channel swell, and at 5:20 a.m., her skipper gave the command, “Away all boats!” This was the signal to disembark for all personnel headed ashore. The ship cleared its twenty landing craft over its davit falls as twenty- to thirty-foot waves threatened to smash some of them against their mother ship. Through the skill of the trained crew, all were launched without damage.

After setting the landing craft into the channel, the crew of the USS Charles Carroll swung large cargo nets over her sides, with four each to starboard and port. The soldiers aboard, who were slated as second-wave assault troops, gathered along the ship railings to climb down the nets to the waiting craft.

General Norman Cota and the Detachment 29th Division headquarters and Headquarter Company, part of the 116th RCT, gathered amidships at Debarkation Station 11 and boarded Landing Craft 71. This designation was the official reference to General Cota’s landing party. His group is also referred to as the provisional brigade headquarters for the 29th Infantry Division, the Advance Division Headquarters of the 29th Infantry Division, or, commonly, “Cota’s Bastard Brigade.”

1st Lieutenant Jack Shea, General Cota’s aide-de-camp, chronicled the entire D-Day chain of events involving General Cota in a November 1, 1944, combat narrative for Headquarters, Second Information and Historical Service, to which he was assigned as of that point in the war. Much of Cota’s D-Day story derives from his report.

Landing craft 71, crewed by an unknown ensign and Coxswain Ricardo Feliciano, carried the first echelon of command troops ashore for the 29th Division.


Landing craft 71 cleared the USS Charles Carroll at 6:10 a.m. (H–20) for an inshore trip of eighty-five minutes. They continued forward in conditions with three miles of good visibility.


They then reached a point four to six hundred yards offshore, where the beach landings were directed by eight stationary British Armored Motor Launches (AMLs). The AMLs’ job was to efficiently direct all landing craft into the proper mine-swept lanes by use of loud-hailers. Lieutenant Shea noted that the incoming tide was about two-thirds full, having reached the band of angled-timber groin beach obstacles.


The 146th Special Underwater Demolition Battalion had yet to complete the task of blowing up these obstacles, having mislanded some two thousand yards to the east. Approximately one-third of these obstacles had Tellermines wired to the seaward face of the timbers. The US Navy’s 5th Engineer Special Brigade (ESB) landed in the first wave with the mission of clearing beach defenses. These men were all heroes. As General Cota approached the beach, they were furiously attempting to accomplish their own assignments under murderous fire. Their After Action Report recorded the critical beach conditions as Cota landed.

Army and Navy doctors and Aid men worked as they could to give emergency treatment to the wounded. A surgeon of the 16th Regimental Combat Team noticed a high proportion of casualties caused by rifle bullet wounds in the head. Wounded men, lying on the exposed sand, were frequently hit a second or third time. Officer casualties were high. Companies A, C and D of the 116th Regimental Combat Team lost all but one officer each, and the 2nd Battalion of the same regiment lost two Company Commanders on the beach.


The confusion of the first hour of the Invasion mounted during the period from 0730 to 0830 hours. Landings continued, but men and vehicles could not move off the beach. A majority of the units piled up behind the shingle bank, where they lay in rows sometimes three deep. In many cases these units were leaderless, their officers having been killed or wounded.


The solitary craft entered its landing lane at the right western edge of Dog White Beach, located approximately seven hundred meters northeast of Vierville, when it was noticed by the coxswain that the beach was under heavy enemy fire. They altered course slightly to avoid floating mines. This craft approached the shore alone and made landfall amid the breakwaters at the Dog White and Dog Red boundary. While nearing shore, Coxswain Ricardo Feliciano lost seaway and cut the throttle before beaching as they began navigating the maze of beach obstacles not previously destroyed. The craft sideslipped and was swept against an angled-timber groin by the three-knot easterly crosscurrent traversing along the face of the beach. The waves were four to six feet high and thrust Landing Craft 71 into the timber obstacle multiple times.

These collisions dislodged an attached Teller mine, which failed to explode. The coxswain gunned the motor and maneuvered the boat free, advancing closer to shore, and then Landing Craft 71 grounded on a sandbar approximately seventy-five yards from the high-water mark at 7:26 a.m. (H+56). The boat skipper dropped the ramp under heavy machine-gun, mortar, and light-cannon fire and called to the men, “Disembark!”

Between the sandbar where the ramp went down and the high-water mark at the seawall was a runnel with a varying depth of three to six feet, requiring some soldiers to swim or wade ashore. Several men found themselves immersed to their armpits. As the men emerged from the runnel, many made their way to the shelter of the tanks of the 743d Tank Battalion.

Lieutenant Shea’s report continued,

“Moderate small arms fire was directed at the craft as the ramp was lowered. This consisted of rifle, and judging from the sound, machine gun fire. It continued to cover the group as they made their way inland. Having landed in about two or three feet of water, it was necessary to cross a runnel (about five feet deep and thirty feet wide) which ran parallel to the high-water mark. During this phase of the landing, which necessitated wading through about 40 yards of water, Major John Sours, Regimental S-4, was killed. He was hit in the chest and upper body by automatic fire, fell face down in the water. His body was later recovered as it floated in the shallows.”


Two other soldiers were likewise killed in these moments. General Cota continued the advance through all of this, under the first of what would be many documented instances of threat to his life over the next thirty hours.

According to official records, all officers and men interviewed about the D-Day landings reported that there was positively no evidence of friendly aerial bombardment and little evidence of naval bombardment of the beaches. There were no craters to use for cover, and the enemy beach installations remained intact.

General Cota’s party sought cover behind the nearest tank as the group moved across the beach under the cover of the tank that had engaged German antitank weapons to its near right front. The Duplex Drive amphibious tanks of Company C, 743d Tank Battalion, were the first real cover available. The tanks landed at H–6, and there were an estimated eighteen tanks standing just above and advancing along with the rising tide. They all faced the bluffs and were spaced at intervals of approximately seventy to one hundred yards. This placed them about twenty-five feet from the seawall, from which position each of them fired at enemy positions immediately in front of each tank. Two tanks were burning to the west near the Vierville exit. One, identified as Tank “C-5,” was noticeably damaged from several rounds of direct 88-mm fire from the German WN 72 casemate. 1st Lieutenant Alfred H. Williams Jr., Company C, 743d Tank Battalion, and his crew managed to escape that destruction.

General Cota and his men screened themselves behind a tank that was firing to its right front instead of its previously assigned target to the west: the enemy artillery positions at Pointe et Raz de la Percée. These German strongpoints were armed with two 75-mm artillery pieces situated high on the bluffs and were able to fire down the beach well beyond Dog Red.

At some point during these moments, something in General Cota must have triggered his fortitude for what followed. From this moment on, he was no longer only one of many soldiers landing under fire on the beach; he rose to the occasion and led his men to a victory snatched from the jaws of imminent defeat.

An official account by Headquarters, 29th Infantry Division, recounted, “Realizing that immediate steps had to be taken to move the men from the dangerous area of the beach, General Cota, exposing himself to enemy fire, went over the seawall giving encouragement, directions and orders to those about him.”

After observing the tanks in action, General Cota noticed that these tanks were not firing per operational plans, and the enemy gun positions were able to profitably employ their fire. Brigadier General Cota observed at this point that the enemy guns fired one flat trajectory shell at each landing craft just before it touched down. The Germans held fire until the point that a landing craft touched down. If they missed, they determined distance by line of sight, splash, and water ricochets. The German observers then adjusted fire within a three-second interval and fired a second shot that found its mark. Direct hits were achieved by no later than the third round.

Cota’s group suffered another casualty behind the tank from machine-gun fire, and the group advanced to the seawall approximately nine hundred yards from the Vierville exit to seek better cover. This seawall was four to five feet high and had twenty- to thirty-foot-long timber-rail breakwaters seaward at about fifty-yard intervals.

By the end of D-Day, only twenty-one of fifty-one of the 743d Tank Battalion’s medium tanks would survive to continue the fight. The 743d Tank Battalion’s commander, Lieutenant Colonel John S. Upham, was wounded by machine-gun fire later in the morning.

At this point (H+60), nearly one hundred disorganized men from the Beach Brigade, 1st Battalion of the 116th RCT, Naval Aid Group men, naval fire control parties, naval beach maintenance men, 2d Rangers, and others took shelter from enemy rifle and machine-gun fire from the bluffs above. The troops were hopelessly jumbled, unled, and firmly pinned down. No Americans had advanced past the seawall at the inland border of the beach.

As the soldiers lay pinned down by machine-gun fire, clustered in the bays formed by the seawall and breakwaters, the enemy was beginning to bring effective mortar fire to bear on those hidden behind the wall.

Sergeant Francis E. Huesser, light machine-gun squad leader, Company C, 116th Infantry, and Captain Robert J. Bedell, Company C, 116th Infantry, leader of 1st Assault Section, landed at 6:53 a.m. They described a “tremendous blossom of orange flame and black, oily smoke.” Captain Bedell saw General Cota only a minute or so later.

They ran forward to the little wooden seawall banked with shingle. Huddled there beneath the low timber wall. It was there that they saw General Cota for the first time. All of them remembered seeing Cota, just after touching down on the beach. “He was waving a .45 around, and I figured if he could get up there so could I.” [Captain Bedell] remarked that Cota came up to him, and prompted that “Well, we gotta get ’em off the beach. We’ve gotta get going.”


Sergeant Huesser discussed how General Cota influenced his group’s actions as they blew a gap with a Bangalore torpedo. Cota “came up to us, waving that pistol around and said we had to get off the beach. That we had to get through the wire. I guess all of us figured that if he could go wandering around like that, we could, too.” They snaked the pipes of the torpedo under the fencing and pulled the friction igniter. Nothing. Lieutenant Schwartz scurried over, did something to it, and took cover, and then it blew.

One critically important detail become all too apparent in the flow of events at about 7:30 a.m.: an estimated three-fourths of all radios, particularly the SCR 300s, were either destroyed by enemy fire or ruined by the salt water.

The 29th Infantry Division later reported that they believed the Germans specifically targeted radiomen either purposefully or because they mistook the backpack radios for flamethrowers.

Company H arrived in the vicinity of the breakwaters at approximately 7:30 a.m. Private First Class Arden Earll remembered seeing the first of the group of tanks working in this sector. The tank would go in reverse to the water’s edge and gather up soldiers in need of cover. The tank would advance to the seawall and then fire a few rounds, allowing the wet soldiers to take cover at the seawall and then reverse to do the dance all over. This allowed the tanks not to become stationary targets and easy picking for the Germans.

Private First Class Arden Earll, mortarman, MOS 504, Company H, 2d Battalion, 116th Infantry, 29th Infantry Division

I got there by that tank, and I had to go around it because the tide had come in by that time, and I got right behind the tank. One enemy artillery round hit out in the water. I thought to myself: “Arden, get out of here, they are after this tank.” I couldn’t move, I was loaded so heavy, I couldn’t move very fast. The next round came in right close to the tank. It didn’t hurt the tank. But I got my first Purple Heart right there. I still got part of that artillery shell in my right wrist and hand. I wasn’t hurt too bad. I had seen an American panic, before, on the way in. And I started, I began to feel, and I thought, “For God’s sakes Arden, you’re not hurt bad. Keep Going.” So I did. Our Aid-man was a hero that day. That’s all we had. We didn’t have any first aid, uh, hospital, or anything like that. Now, I think there was hospital ships out there, but they couldn’t get in to get us off the beach, and so, a lot of the guys just laid there. I was bleeding a little bit, but I could still walk, I could still go, I carried my load. I kept going. . . . We moved to the west down the beach to the sector General Cota landed in and was working. By the time I saw General Cota, a lot of us were hunkered down. We were waiting to see what was; we knew something was wrong, but we waited for somebody to tell us what to do next, and that’s when I saw General Cota. I do know that he walked up and down along the beach, quite a lot, and exposed himself to enemy fire at all times.


Herb Epstein, Intelligence NCO, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion, HQ Company

As A and B were preceding us into the beach, Colonel [Max] Schneider decided to land at the Vierville Draw because the men that preceded us in the 29th division were under murderous fire on the beach and having a hard time getting out of the boats. The fire was so intense and Colonel Schneider was observing this fire, we were in the lead boat at the time. As we got close to the shore, Schneider commanded the boat flotilla captain to swing the whole group left, parallel to the beach. So instead of landing at Dog Green according to the battle plan, we landed further to the east. As we were going parallel to the beach Schneider saw an area that wasn’t too hot and ordered the flotilla commander “to get us in and get us in fast.” We turned again another 90 degrees and they got us to water that wasn’t very deep, at least it was reasonably dry where they landed my boat. There was a lot of artillery and mortar fire coming in and a lot of men lying on the beach.


The 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion (RIB), under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Max Schneider, had the primary mission of landing at Pointe du Hoc as a follow-up force to Lieutenant Colonel James Earl Rudder and his three companies of 2d Ranger Infantry Battalion engaged there. After not receiving communications to land there, Schneider made his way to their secondary landing objective at Dog Green. As the battalion approached, the men witnessed the carnage that befell Companies A and B and the remnants of the 29th Infantry. Remaining calm and drawing on his experience as a former Darby’s Ranger who fought in the Mediterranean, Schneider swung his flotilla of two waves of landing crafts to the east and headed in at the breakwaters where Cota and his men were.

Private First Class Randall Ching was a member of 2d Platoon, Company B, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion, and was in one of the westernmost bays formed by the breakwaters. He was the only Chinese American Ranger during World War II. He was born in the States, but during the Great Depression, his family emigrated back to China. As a result, he was conscripted into the Chinese army and fought the Japanese in the late 1930s before returning to the States at the outset of US involvement in the war, and he volunteered as a Ranger.

Private First Class Randall Ching, Company B, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion


I landed on Dog White Beach with our whole 5th Ranger Battalion. It took the Rangers five minutes to get from the beach to the seawall. I watched artillery coming up to the seawall, to the left, to the right, when I was at the seawall. It walked, it come up, because the Germans got the seawall all zeroed in. And they opened up, with three shells, Boom, Boom, Boom, all over the seawall. And I thought, oh hell, this is gonna’ come up pretty close to me pretty soon. It just so happened, that two landing craft landed and both ramps dropped. Both had two ramps down. So the artillery turned their attention to those landing craft. They hit both of them. The first one was hit, was the nearest on to me, so I saw that. They hit it with three shells. People started to jump overboard because of the fire. That is the worst part of the memory in my mind. One of the persons on the landing craft was carrying a flamethrower, and the flamethrower exploded.


A vivid account of the morning of June 6, 1944, was sent in a letter to Mr. Cornelius Ryan on June 16, 1958, in response to Ryan’s plea for stories associated with D-Day so that he could incorporate them into his epic The Longest Day. This moving account brought forth the horrors experienced and witnessed by all on that beach.

Private First Class Max D. Coleman, Company C, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion

In your interviews with various participants of the “D” Day Operations, try to get a picture of the sky in the early dawn. I have witnessed many sunrises in my thirty-four years, but this one stayed in my mind. Apparently it was unusual not only to me, for I have asked many others about it. I am not capable of an accurate description. There was a storm of high winds, as you well know; but it was a storm with few clouds. The first rays of the sun turned the few clouds to crimson. It would have captured the imagination of any artist or poet. You may want to know about the two landing craft that had run aground because of the storm. The sounds of the men in pain and terror as shell after shell fell on the decks could be heard above the din of other combat. Men would jump screaming into the sea only to rise as floating corpses. One man with a flame thrower on his back disintegrated into a flaming inferno.


Lieutenant Colonel Harold A. Cassell, XO, 116th Infantry, was aboard Landing Craft 91 along with the alternate headquarters for the regiment. As they were on the beach in positions bracketing the vessel, Cota’s men witnessed the landing as it beached and was subsequently devastated. Cassell and some fifteen men had disembarked before the blast, and the remaining survivors leapt overboard, many of them in flames. Cota’s men reported that a lot of the men who did make it to shore were badly burned.

Cota worked to the west down the beach and by some accounts made it as far as half the distance to the D-1 exit near the manor, Hamel au Prêtre.

All accounts place him calmly and tactically walking in that direction, exhorting men to action. This amounted to a distance of between one-half and three-quarters of a mile. When he turned to head back to the breakwaters, he calmly walked away from these German positions. The thought of turning one’s back to this amount of active firepower is astounding.

While in the vicinity of elements of Company C, 116th Infantry, General Cota happened upon a section of seawall with a low mound of earth approximately five yards beyond it. He crawled forward to reconnoiter the firing position and then personally directed the placement of a Browning Automatic Rifle there. He told the gunner to lay down suppressive fire and shoot at any enemy movement along the bluffs.

This fire was intended to cover the soldiers as they breached the wire and made their way toward the foot of the bluffs. After this, General Cota personally supervised the placement of a Bangalore torpedo in the double-apron barbed wire fence. The barbed wire in this area was standard agricultural-style barbed wire, not the heavier, squarish military concertina wire expected by the men. The wire was along the inner border of the promenade, the ten-foot-wide, asphalt-surfaced road that ran parallel with the seawall along Dog Beach.

This started elements of Companies C and D, up the bluffs. During this action, Cota interacted with Lieutenant Colonel Robert Ploger, CO, 121st Engineer Combat Battalion, to secure the needed Bangalore torpedoes. The general acted above and beyond the call of duty in this instance alone at the risk of his life as he was under observation by the Germans.

Lieutenant Colonel Robert Ploger, commander, 121st Engineer Combat Battalion, 29th Division:

While I was walking west along the beach looking for some of my engineers, I ran into General Cota. He said, “Ploger, bring me some Bangalore torpedoes so we can blow this wire.” I went off to look for some. A little while later I ran into Gen. Cota again, and this time he asked me for some minefield marking tape which came in long rolls of white cloth. He wanted it to mark lanes through minefields beyond the wire and up the bluff. I immediately went off on another search.


The second wave of the 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion landed at 7:50 a.m. on the eastern edge of Dog White Beach, extending east into Dog Red Beach over a 250-yard front. Major General Raaen provided testimony regarding the Ranger landing on the beach in relation to General Cota.

Major General John C. Raaen Jr., USA (Ret.), June 6, 2018, Witness Statement to Congress for Cota Medal of Honor Upgrade

My LCA touched down on the east edge of Omaha Dog White Beach on June 6, 1944, at 0750 British Double Daylight Time. The rest of my battalion’s, the 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion, 12 boats landed to my left on Dog Red Beach. The beach was chaos. Machine gun and rifle fire poured down the beach from the enemy positions to my right. Artillery fire was concentrated on the landing craft at the water’s edge. Smoke, fire, the cracking of bullets overhead, the detonation of artillery striking Landing Craft added to the chaos. The beach was littered with burning debris from materiel destroyed by enemy fire. The dead, the dying, the wounded lay everywhere.


The situation on Dog Red Beach was desperate. The tide had reached a point about 50 to 60 yards from the wooden seawall. No troops had left the beach. Those who survived crossing the beach were piled on top of one another at the base of the four-foot seawall. Tides and wind from the storm had scattered the landing craft and many had landed as far as two miles from planned landing locations. Most troops were leaderless, no idea where they were, where they were supposed to go.


I had been on the beach no more than ten minutes, checking the men for firearms, ammunition and other equipment while awaiting orders from battalion. Several of my men called my attention to a man about 100 yards to my right moving along the edge of the beach. He was chewing on a cigar, yelling and waving at the men in the dunes and at the seawall. He was taking no action to conceal himself from the enemy who continued to pour small arms fire.


We thought him crazy or heroic. Everyone else was seeking cover, while this man was exposing himself not only to the enemy, but to the troops he was rallying. As he approached the bay (formed by breakwaters and the seawall) I was in, I rose to meet him. As he rounded the end of the breakwater, I saw his insignia of rank. Brigadier General!


I reported to him with a hand salute. “Sir, Captain Raaen, 5th Ranger Battalion.”


He responded, “Raaen, Raaen. You must be Jack Raaen’s son.”


“Yes, sir.”


What’s the situation here?”


“Sir, the 5th Ranger Battalion has landed intact, here and over a 250-yard front. The battalion commander has just ordered the companies to proceed by platoon infiltration to our rallying points.”


“Where is your battalion commander?”


“I’ll take you to him, sir,” pointing out the location of Lt. Col. Schneider.


“No! You remain here with your men.”


As General Cota started away, he stopped and looked around saying, “You men are Rangers. I know you won’t let me down.”


And with that, he was off to see Schneider. During this whole conversation, General Cota never took cover nor flinched as the bullets cracked by us and artillery detonated some 50 yards away at the waterline.


Captain Raaen was not alone in his witness of General Cota’s actions over the next ten to twenty minutes. Several other 29er’s and Rangers provided testimony in one form or another over the years. In many cases, the men providing the testimonials had no interaction with each other as they told their stories. The facts of their stories are in alignment in terms of General Cota’s gallantry above and beyond the call of duty on the beach.


Major Richard P. Sullivan, executive officer, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion

I watched the approach on an LCI to the beach, with troops all lined up to run down the gangway to the beach, when an artillery shell containing liquid fire (napalm?) exploded on the deck covering all with flame, causing most of the men to jump into the sea. This happened only a few yards from shore and was probably the man seen by other Rangers. He was carrying a flamethrower and took a direct hit from an artillery shell and was vaporized along with his equipment. The activities of Brigadier General Cota seemed to be stupid at the time, but it was actually nothing but the sheer heroism and dedication of a professional soldier and fine officer that prompted him to walk up and down the landing beach urging the men forward. I remember his aide-de-camp being a nervous wreck trying to get the General to stop his activities.


T/4 Lee Brown, HQ Company, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion

We were told to keep our heads down, but I did peek up and the “zip, zip, zip” of machine-gun fire had us ducking back down quickly. Lieutenant Colonel Schneider, and I think Captain [Hugo W.] Heffelfinger, were in my LCA—the British LCA driver did a great job getting us into the beach, I did not even step into any water—I was up onto dry beach. When the ramp went down on our LCA, the lead officer hesitated and because of that hesitation it saved many lives. The reason was because in the time of the hesitation a machine gun strafed right in front of the LCA ramp and would have cut down many of us coming right off—I was 5th, 6th or 7th off and likely would have been cut down. The officer who hesitated and didn’t charge right off, like they had been told to do was Schneider.


He had paused to take off his Mae West and toss it down on the beach. The delay likely saved my life. I ran all the way to the sea wall as fast as I could with my M1 rifle, there really wasn’t anything to hide behind until you got there. Many men fell around me on the run in to the wall. Getting to the sea wall I looked back and saw an LCT get hit and blow up.


There were bodies flying in the air—I turned to the radio man next to me and I said, “This is war!” I remember General Cota approaching us and him specifically talking to Captain John Raaen first and asking if he was Jack Raaen’s son. He was then speaking with Schneider and I remember him exhorting them to lead the way on the beach. I was in awe of Cota’s bravery in standing upright over them all hunkered down behind the wall and being impervious to fire.


Staff Sergeant Richard N. Hathaway Jr., Company A, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion

Back on Omaha, I was lying on the shingle, attempting to gather my men in order to breach the concertina barbed wire on top of the beach wall when a voice behind me asked, “What outfit is this?” At the very same moment, that German machine gun, which had given us so much trouble on the way in, opened up.


I answered the voice and said, “We’re the Rangers.”


I got a response of, “Well, let’s get off this beach!”


In a rather excited voice, I said, “We will, as soon as I blow this f-ing wire.” I then turned and noticed where the voice came from. It was from a short stocky man with the stub of a cigar in his mouth, wearing a field jacket with a silver star on his shoulder, the rank of a brigadier general.


It was Brigadier General Norman Cota, the Assistant Division Commander of the Twenty-ninth Infantry Division. I couldn’t help but wonder what in hell was he doing on this beach. I turned back, still looking for that German machine gun when I heard my Bangalore man yell, “Fire in the hole!” The Bangalore exploded, and with Lieutenant Charles Parker leading, we took off through the gap in the wire. I was sixth in line as we started up the bluff.


As a result of this interaction, the Rangers’ official motto was born from General Cota’s lips, under fire, at a time when their spirit and fighting tenacity were critically needed: “Rangers, Lead the Way!”

Lieutenant Colonel Max Schneider, CO, 5th Ranger Infantry Battalion, issued orders, the Rangers blew four gaps into the wire along their entire front, and the men began to pour through. General Cota himself moved to the Rangers of Company C at 8:07 a.m. and exhorted their advance. They moved at the double and cleared any communications trenches along the foot of the bluffs and then began the ascent in columns. The bluffs were on fire from naval shelling, and this slowed the advance but at the same time offered a smoke screen to their movements from German eyes. The Rangers were off the beach by 8:10 a.m. LCI(L) 92 came ashore at 8:10 a.m., approximately two hundred yards to the left of the Rangers’ gaps in the wire and suffered the same fate as LCI(L) 91.

With the Ranger battalion on the move, General Cota turned his attention to soldiers remaining on the beach. With a gap blown in the wire in his vicinity, the first man through the wire was hit by a heavy burst of machine-gun fire and died in just minutes. Joe Balkoski tentatively identified this Stonewaller as either Private Ralph Hubbard or Private George Losey. (“Stonewaller” refers to those members of the forerunning units of the 29th Infantry Division who served under General Stonewall Jackson during the American Civil War.)

As the soldier lay dying, the others could hear his pleas: “Medic, medic, I’m hit. Help me.”

He moaned and cried for a few minutes as life slipped away from him. Soldiers nearby heard the man call for his “mama” several times, and then it was over. This death demoralized these troops, and they stalled any advance to be made.

General Cota, with a desire to urge them on, stood up and charged through the gap next. Men rallied behind him, and they crossed the road unharmed and dropped into a field of marsh grass beyond. The 29er’s followed a system of shallow communications trenches until they reached taller grass beyond, near the base of the bluffs. No antipersonnel mines or booby traps were discovered in the trenches as the men moved. Cota’s men began the ascent on a diagonal to the right, up the bluffs, through the smoke. They reached the top of the bluffs about one hundred yards to the west of a small concrete foundation positioned twenty-five yards below the bluff. This feature of the landscape remains.

Cota remained at the foot of the bluffs and then met up again at 8:30 a.m. with Colonel Canham, who had set his first CP on the bluffs near the bottom. The radiomen tried using their SC300 radios to establish contact with the 1st Infantry Division off to the east. Their attempts were unsuccessful, as the radios were damaged. As the CP began to try to function, the Germans zeroed in on it as a target and fired five or six rounds of ranged-in two-inch mortars at the group.

The fragments killed two enlisted men within three feet of the general. His radio operator, T/3 C. A. Wilson, was seriously wounded and thrown twenty to thirty feet up the bluff, while Lieutenant Shea, the general’s aide, was thrown seventy-five feet down the bluff.

As a result, Colonel Canham hurriedly moved the CP up the bluff. The attack on the western portion of Omaha Beach was arrested and disorganized such that at 8:30 a.m., the commander of the 7th Naval Beach Battalion ordered a temporary halt of landings on Omaha in the face of the deteriorating situation.

Arden Earll’s testimony about General Cota paints a profound picture of the courage and leadership he exhibited on the beach. The importance of this testimony is that it defines what it means to go from a near-catastrophic defeat to a heroic victory, as is often said of the US forces that assaulted Omaha Beach west on D-Day. You can see in his words the change from hopelessness to victory in action for the American infantryman—a change that was brought on by “Dutch.”

Private First Class Arden Earll, mortarman, MOS 504, Company H, 2d Battalion, 116th Infantry, 29th Infantry Division

So there the first waves were, we landed, and everybody had been told that it was going to be like a cake-walk. Just walk in, and I remember myself, when we got off of the LCVP, Sgt. Washburn was right ahead of me, and I looked around and that beach was just as flat as this tabletop, no shell craters, no nothing. We had been told we didn’t need to worry about digging a fox hole, there would be so many shell craters; you could just drop into one. But there was nothing. So, why did the 29ers hunker down? Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but I will. They had not been told the truth.


Maybe it wasn’t General Eisenhower or General Montgomery’s fault, but all the preparations for before our landing had not come to pass. So the foot troops got on there; “Hey, this isn’t the way it’s supposed to be!” And what did they do? Right away it affected the soldiers in their heads. They hunkered down. What do we do next? And that’s the reason.


General Cota directly and positively affected this battlefield condition and caused us to overcome our fear.


We were all hunkered down behind the seawall, or whatever protection we could get, and Cota went along, prodding us on, to keep going. He said, “You’re gonna’ die out here. It’s better if you go inland to die.” He did not seem to be scared of anything. He stood upright and just walked along. “Come on, keep going, keep going.”


General Cota had no fear for his own safety.


General Cota was exposed to enemy sniper fire, small arms fire, and everything they could throw at him, and it didn’t seem to worry him at all. He just walked along, and “Come on, you’ve got to go!” He didn’t seem to be scared of anything. He could have been shot by a sniper. He could have got hit by artillery, he could have got hit by anything. He was the only high-ranking officer I witnessed do that. Everybody else was as low as they possibly could be. So he was the only one, the only physical human target that the Germans had to shoot at. Here he was, a General, and he was the target.


He said, “If you stay here, you’re gonna get killed. If you go inland, you may get killed. But let’s go inland and get killed. Not stay on this damn beach. The tide was coming in. Don’t stop. Get the hell out of here, and get ’em.”


I think that inspired a lot of people, a lot of the guys, to keep moving. They had a General tell them these things.


If it hadn’t have been for a few people like him, D-Day could have very well been turned into what the British went through at Dieppe. It could have very well turned into that. It very well might have been. But General Cota thought, even if he didn’t do anything, or say anything, if they just saw him, walking up and down the beach, “By God, if he could do it, we could do it!” So, that is what I think. Other men also thought, “If a General can do that, we can do it.” He did these actions for his entire time on the beach.


It took courage for him to stand there in the wide open amongst all that chaos, in the midst of a lot of scared kids. General Cota probably looked like and was the age of many of their dads. His leadership became infectious. Because when they saw the General, walking up and down and in plain sight, it inspired them to move. The General was armed only with his pistol.


Seeing General Cota gave me a lot of courage. All I could think of was, “Arden, you gotta keep going. You gotta keep going. If you’re ever going to get home, there’s only one way to get home, and that’s to keep going.” I didn’t know when my time might be up. I think all of us felt that way. Our time could be up anytime, but we have to keep going.


In his first hour ashore, General Cota took what was nearly a total disaster and began an arduous journey to exert command and control over the battlespace. He reinvigorated the demoralized men. His actions during that second hour saved the remaining thousand or so men on the beach who had not already fallen as honored dead or as casualties.

The fact that so many men from so many different units and locations directly witnessed his actions on the beach is clear evidence of his movement up and down the beach during Cota’s first hour in combat. Communications were nonexistent, and contact was yet to be established with the 1st Infantry Division or with General Charles Gerhardt afloat aboard the USS Ancon. General Bradley considered diverting the remaining follow-up forces to Utah Beach. But on the beach, now at the toe of the bluff, General Cota saw what had to be done. He had just missed his own death by mere feet after the mortar fire struck the Advance CP. He would lead the men to Vierville and beyond.

In Cota’s postwar words to his grandson, “There’s nothing like being shot at.”









Two.

Taking Mount Suribachi

Colonel Joseph H. Alexander


D-Day

Weather conditions around Iwo Jima on D-day morning, February 19, 1945, were almost ideal. At 0645 Admiral Turner signaled: “Land the landing force!”

Shore bombardment ships did not hesitate to engage the enemy island at near-point-blank range. Battleships and cruisers steamed as close as two thousand yards to level their guns against island targets. Many of the “Old Battleships” had performed this dangerous mission in all theaters of the war. Marines came to recognize and appreciate their contributions. It seemed fitting that the old Nevada, raised from the muck and ruin of Pearl Harbor, should lead the bombardment force close ashore. Marines also admired the battleship Arkansas, built in 1912, and recently returned from the Atlantic where she had battered German positions at Pointe du Hoc at Normandy during the epic Allied landing on June 6, 1944.

Lieutenant colonels Donald M. Weller and William W. “Bucky” Buchanan, both artillery officers, had devised a modified form of the “rolling barrage” for use by the bombarding gunships against beachfront targets just before H-hour. This concentration of naval gunfire would advance progressively as the troops landed, always remaining four hundred yards to their front. Air spotters would help regulate the pace. Such an innovation appealed to the three division commanders, each having served in France during World War I. In those days, a good rolling barrage was often the only way to break a stalemate.

The shelling was terrific. Admiral Hill would later boast that “there were no proper targets for shore bombardment remaining on Dog-Day morning.” This proved to be an overstatement, yet no one could deny the unprecedented intensity of firepower Hill delivered against the areas surrounding the landing beaches. As General Kuribayashi would ruefully admit in an assessment report to Imperial General Headquarters, “we need to reconsider the power of bombardment from ships; the violence of the enemy’s bombardments is far beyond description.”

The amphibious task force appeared from over the horizon, the rails of the troopships crowded with combat-equipped marines watching the spectacular fireworks. The Guadalcanal veterans among them realized a grim satisfaction watching American battleships leisurely pounding the island from just offshore. The war had come full cycle from the dark days of October 1942 when the 1st Marine Division and the Cactus Air Force endured similar shelling from Japanese battleships.

The marines and sailors were anxious to get their first glimpse of the objective. Correspondent John P. Marquand, the Pulitzer Prize-winning writer, recorded his own first impressions of Iwo: “Its silhouette was like a sea monster, with the little dead volcano for the head, and the beach area for the neck, and all the rest of it, with its scrubby brown cliffs for the body.” Lieutenant David N. Susskind, USNR, wrote down his initial thoughts from the bridge of the troopship Mellette: “Iwo Jima was a rude, ugly sight. . . . Only a geologist could look at it and not be repelled.” As described in a subsequent letter home by US Navy lieutenant Michael F. Keleher, a surgeon in the 25th Marines:

The naval bombardment had already begun, and I could see the orange-yellow flashes as the battleships, cruisers, and destroyers blasted away at the island broadside. Yes, there was Iwo—surprisingly close, just like the pictures and models we had been studying for six weeks. The volcano was to our left, then the long, flat black beaches where we were going to land, and the rough rocky plateau to our right.


The commanders of the 4th and 5th Marine Divisions, Major Generals Clifton B. Cates and Keller E. Rockey, respectively, studied the island through binoculars from their respective ships. Each division would land two reinforced regiments abreast. From left to right, the beaches were designated Green, Red,Yellow, and Blue. The 5th Division would land the 28th Marines on the left flank, over Green Beach, the 27th Marines over Red. The 4th Division would land the 23rd Marines over Yellow Beach and the 25th Marines over Blue Beach on the right flank. General Schmidt reviewed the latest intelligence reports with growing uneasiness and requested a reassignment of reserve forces with General Smith. The 3rd Marine Division’s 21st Marines would replace the 26th Marines as corps reserve; thus, releasing the latter regiment to the 5th Division. Schmidt’s landing plan envisioned the 28th Marines cutting the island in half then returning to capture Suribachi, while the 25th Marines would scale the Rock Quarry and then serve as the hinge for the entire corps to swing around to the north. The 23rd Marines and 27th Marines would capture the first airfield and pivot north within their assigned zones.

General Cates was already concerned about the right flank. Blue Beach Two lay directly under the observation and fire of suspected Japanese positions in the Rock Quarry whose steep cliffs overshadowed the right flank like Suribachi dominated the left. The 4th Marine Division figured that the 25th Marines would have the hardest objective to take on D-day. Said Cates, “If I knew the name of the man on the extreme right of the right-hand squad, I’d recommend him for a medal before we go in.”

The choreography of the landing continued to develop. Iwo Jima would represent the pinnacle of forcible amphibious assault against a heavily fortified shore, a complex art mastered painstakingly by the Fifth Fleet over many campaigns. Seventh Air Force Martin B-24 Liberator bombers flew in from the Marianas to strike the smoking island. Rocket ships moved in to saturate near-shore targets.

Then it was time for the fighter and attack squadrons from Mitscher’s Task Force 58 to contribute. The navy pilots showed their skills at bombing and strafing, but the troops naturally cheered the most at the appearance of F4U Corsairs flown by Marine Fighter Squadrons 124 and 213, led by Lt. Col. William A. Millington from the fleet carrier Essex. Col. Vernon E. Megee, in his shipboard capacity as air officer for General Smith’s Expeditionary Troops staff, had urged Millington to put on a special show for the troops in the assault waves.

“Drag your bellies on the beach,” he told Millington.

The marine fighters made an impressive approach parallel to the island, then virtually did Megee’s bidding, streaking low over the beaches, strafing furiously. The geography of the Pacific War since Bougainville had kept many of the ground marines separated from their own air support, which had been operating in areas other than where they had been fighting, most notably the Central Pacific. “It was the first time a lot of them had ever seen a marine fighter plane,” said Megee. The troops were not disappointed.

The planes had barely disappeared when naval gunfire resumed, carpeting the beach areas with a building crescendo of high-explosive shells. The ship-to-shore movement was well under way, an easy thirty-minute run for the tracked landing vehicles (LVTs). This time there were enough LVTs to do the job: 68 LVT(A)4 armored amtracs mounting snub-nosed 75mm cannon leading the way, followed by 380 troop-laden LVT 4s and LVT 2s.

The waves crossed the line of departure on time and chugged confidently toward the smoking beaches, all the while under the climactic bombardment from the ships. Here, there was no coral reef, no killer neap tides to be concerned with. The navy and marine frogmen had reported the approaches free of mines or tetrahedrons. There was no premature cessation of fire. The “rolling barrage” plan took effect. Hardly a vehicle was lost to the desultory enemy fire.

The massive assault waves hit the beach within two minutes of H-hour. A Japanese observer watching the drama unfold from a cave on the slopes of Suribachi reported, “At nine o’clock in the morning several hundred landing craft with amphibious tanks in the lead rushed ashore like an enormous tidal wave.” Lt. Col. Robert H. Williams, executive officer of the 28th Marines, recalled that “the landing was a magnificent sight to see—two divisions landing abreast; you could see the whole show from the deck of a ship.” Up to this point, so far, so good.

The first obstacle came not from the Japanese but from the beach and the parallel terraces. Iwo Jima was an emerging volcano; its steep beaches dropped off sharply, producing a narrow but violent surf zone. The soft black sand immobilized all wheeled vehicles and caused some of the tracked amphibians to belly down. The boat waves that closely followed the LVTs had more trouble. Ramps would drop; a truck or jeep would attempt to drive out, only to get stuck. In short order, a succession of plunging waves hit the stalled craft before they could completely unload, filling their sterns with water and sand, and broaching them broadside. The beach quickly resembled a salvage yard.

The infantry, heavily laden, found its own “foot-mobility” severely restricted. In the words of Corp. Edward Hartman, a rifleman with the 4th Marine Division: “The sand was so soft it was like trying to run in loose coffee grounds.” From the 28th Marines came this early, laconic report: “Resistance moderate, terrain awful.”

The rolling barrage and carefully executed landing produced the desired effect, suppressing direct enemy fire, providing enough shock and distraction to enable the first assault waves to clear the beach and begin advancing inward. Within minutes, six thousand Marines were ashore. Many became thwarted by increasing fire over the terraces or down from the highlands, but hundreds leapt forward to maintain assault momentum.

The 28th Marines on the left flank had rehearsed on similar volcanic terrain on the island of Hawaii. Now, despite increasing casualties among their company commanders and the usual disorganization of landing, elements of the regiment used their initiative to strike across the narrow neck of the peninsula. The going became progressively costly as more and more Japanese strongpoints along the base of Suribachi seemed to spring to life.

Within ninety minutes of the landing, however, elements of the 1st Battalion, 28th Marines, had reached the western shore, seven hundred yards across from Green Beach. Iwo Jima had been severed—“like cutting off a snake’s head,” in the words of one marine. It would represent the deepest penetration of what was becoming a very long and costly day.

The other three regiments experienced difficulty leaving the black sand terraces and wheeling across toward the first airfield. The terrain was an open bowl, a shooting gallery in full view from Suribachi on the left and the rising tableland to the right. Any thoughts of a “cakewalk” quickly vanished as well-directed machine-gun fire whistled across the open ground and mortar rounds began dropping along the terraces. Despite these difficulties, the 27th Marines made good initial gains, reaching the southern and western edges of the first airfield before noon.

The 23rd Marines landed over Yellow Beach and sustained the brunt of the first round of Japanese combined arms fire. These troops crossed the second terrace only to be confronted by two huge concrete pillboxes, still lethal despite all the pounding. Overcoming these positions proved costly in casualties and time.

More fortified positions appeared in the broken ground beyond. Col. Walter W. Wensinger’s call for tank support could not be immediately honored because of congestion problems on the beach. The regiment clawed its way several hundred yards toward the eastern edge of the airstrip.

No assault units found it easy going to move inland, but the 25th Marines almost immediately ran into a buzz saw trying to move across Blue Beach. General Cates had been right in his appraisal. “That right flank was a bitch if there ever was one,” he would later say. Lt. Col. Hollis W. Mustain’s 1st Battalion, 25th Marines, managed to scratch forward three hundred yards under heavy fire in the first half-hour, but Lieutenant Colonel Chambers’s 3rd Battalion, 25th Marines, took the heaviest beating of the day on the extreme right, trying to scale the cliffs leading to the Rock Quarry.

Chambers landed fifteen minutes after H-hour. “Crossing that second terrace,” he recalled, “the fire from automatic weapons was coming from all over. You could’ve held up a cigarette and lit it on the stuff going by. I knew immediately we were in for one hell of a time.”

This was simply the beginning.

While the assault forces tried to overcome the infantry weapons of the local defenders, they were naturally blind to an almost imperceptible stirring taking place among the rocks and crevices of the interior highlands. With grim anticipation, General Kuribayashi’s gunners began unmasking the big guns—the heavy artillery, giant mortars, rockets, and antitank weapons held under tightest discipline for this precise moment. Kuribayashi had patiently waited until the beaches were clogged with troops and material. Gun crews knew the range and deflection to each landing beach by heart; all weapons had been preregistered on these targets long ago. At Kuribayashi’s signal, these hundreds of weapons began to open fire. It was shortly after 10:00 a.m.

The ensuing bombardment was as deadly and terrifying as any the marines had ever experienced. There was hardly any cover. Japanese artillery and mortar rounds blanketed every corner of the 3,000-yard-wide beach. Large-caliber coast defense guns and dual-purpose antiaircraft guns firing horizontally added a deadly scissors of direct fire from the high ground on both flanks. Marines stumbling over the terraces to escape the rain of projectiles encountered the same disciplined machine-gun fire and minefields which had slowed the initial advance. Casualties mounted appallingly.

Two marine combat veterans observing this expressed a grudging admiration for the Japanese gunners. “It was one of the worst blood-lettings of the war,” said Major Karch of the 14th Marines. “They rolled those artillery barrages up and down the beach—I just didn’t see how anybody could live through such heavy fire barrages.”

Said Lt. Col. Joseph L. Stewart, “The Japanese were superb artillerymen. . . . Somebody was getting hit every time they fired.” At sea, Lieutenant Colonel Weller tried desperately to deliver naval gunfire against the Japanese gun positions shooting down at 3rd Battalion, 25th Marines, from the Rock Quarry. It would take longer to coordinate this fire: The first Japanese barrages had wiped out the 3rd Battalion, 25th Marines’ entire shore fire control party.

As the Japanese firing reached a general crescendo, the four assault regiments issued dire reports to the flagship. Within a ten-minute period, these messages crackled over the command net:

1036: (From 25th Marines) “Catching all hell from the quarry. Heavy mortar and machine-gun fire!”


1039: (From 23d Marines) “Taking heavy casualties and can’t move for the moment. Mortars killing us.”


1042: (From 27th Marines) “All units pinned down by artillery and mortars. Casualties heavy. Need tank support fast to move anywhere.”


1046: (From 28th Marines) “Taking heavy fire and forward movement stopped. Machine-gun and artillery fire heaviest ever seen.”


The landing force suffered and bled but did not panic. The profusion of combat veterans throughout the rank and file of each regiment helped the rookies focus on the objective. Communications remained effective. Keen-eyed aerial observers spotted some of the now-exposed gun positions and directed naval gunfire effectively. Carrier planes screeched in low to drop napalm canisters. The heavy Japanese fire would continue to take an awful toll throughout the first day and night, but it would never again be as murderous as that first unholy hour.

Marine Sherman tanks played hell getting into action on D-day. Later in the battle these combat vehicles would be the most valuable weapons on the battlefield for the marines; this day was a nightmare. The assault divisions embarked many of their tanks on board medium landing ships (LSMs), sturdy little craft that could deliver five Shermans at a time. But it was tough disembarking them on Iwo’s steep beaches. The stern anchors could not hold in the loose sand; bow cables run forward to “deadmen” LVTs parted under the strain. On one occasion the lead tank stalled at the top of the ramp, blocking the other vehicles and leaving the LSM at the mercy of the rising surf. Other tanks bogged down or threw tracks in the loose sand.

Many of those that made it over the terraces were destroyed by huge horned mines or disabled by deadly accurate 47mm antitank fire from Suribachi. Other tankers kept coming. Their relative mobility, armored protection, and 75mm gunfire were most welcome to the infantry scattered among Iwo’s lunar-looking, shell-pocked landscape.

Both division commanders committed their reserves early. General Rockey called in the 26th Marines shortly after noon. General Cates ordered two battalions of the 24th Marines to land at 14:00; the 3rd Battalion, 24th Marines, followed several hours later. Many of the reserve battalions suffered heavier casualties crossing the beach than the assault units, a result of Kuribayashi’s punishing bombardment from all points on the island.

Mindful of the likely Japanese counterattack in the night to come—and despite the fire and confusion along the beaches—both divisions also ordered their artillery regiments ashore. This process, frustrating and costly, took much of the afternoon. The wind and surf began to pick up as the day wore on, causing more than one low-riding DUKW to swamp with its precious 105mm howitzer cargo. Getting the guns ashore was one thing; getting them up off the sand was quite another. The 75mm pack howitzers fared better than the heavier 105s. Enough marines could readily hustle them up over the terraces, albeit at great risk. The 105s seemed to have a mind of their own in the black sand. The effort to get each single weapon off the beach was a saga in its own right.

Somehow, despite the fire and unforgiving terrain, both Col. Louis G. DeHaven, commanding the 14th Marines, and Col. James D. Waller, commanding the 13th Marines, managed to get batteries in place, registered, and rendering close fire support well before dark, a singular accomplishment.

Japanese fire and the plunging surf continued to make a shambles out of the beachhead. Late in the afternoon, Lt. Michael F. Keleher, USNR, the battalion surgeon, was ordered ashore to take over the 3rd Battalion, 25th Marines, aid station from its gravely wounded surgeon. Keleher, a veteran of three previous assault landings, was appalled by the carnage on Blue Beach as he approached: “Such a sight on that beach! Wrecked boats, bogged-down jeeps, tractors and tanks; burning vehicles; casualties scattered all over.”

On the left center of the action, leading his machine-gun platoon in the 1st Battalion, 27th Marines’ attack against the southern portion of the airfield, the legendary “Manila John” Basilone fell mortally wounded by a Japanese mortar shell, a loss keenly felt by all marines on the island. Farther east, Lt. Col. Robert Galer, the other Guadalcanal Medal of Honor marine (and and one of the Pacific War’s earliest fighter aces), survived the afternoon’s fusillade along the beaches and began reassembling his scattered radar unit in a deep shell hole near the base of Suribachi.

Late in the afternoon, Lt. Col. Donn J. Robertson led his 3rd Battalion, 27th Marines, ashore over Blue Beach, disturbed at the intensity of fire still being directed on the reserve forces this late on D-day. “They were really ready for us,” he recalled. He watched with pride and wonderment as his marines landed under fire, took casualties, and stumbled forward to clear the beach. “What impels a young guy landing on a beach in the face of fire?” he asked himself. Then it was Robertson’s turn. His boat hit the beach too hard; the ramp wouldn’t drop. Robertson and his command group had to roll over the gunwales into the churning surf and crawl ashore, an inauspicious start.

The bitter battle to capture the Rock Quarry cliffs on the right flank raged all day. The beachhead remained completely vulnerable to enemy direct-fire weapons from these heights; the marines had to storm them before many more troops or supplies could be landed. In the end, it was the strength of character of Capt. James Headley and Lt. Col. “Jumping Joe” Chambers who led the survivors of the 3rd Battalion, 25th Marines, onto the top of the cliffs. The battalion paid an exorbitant price for this achievement, losing twenty-two officers and five hundred troops by nightfall.

The two assistant division commanders, Brigadier Generals Franklin A. Hart and Leo D. Hermle, of the 4th and 5th Marine Divisions, respectively, spent much of D-day on board the control vessels, marking both ends of the Line of Departure, four thousand yards offshore. This reflected yet another lesson in amphibious techniques learned from Tarawa: Having senior officers that close to the ship-to-shore movement provided landing force decision-making from the most forward vantage point.

By dusk, Gen. Leo D. Hermle opted to come ashore. At Tarawa he had spent the night of D-day essentially out of contact at the fire-swept pier-head. This time he intended to be on the ground. Hermle had the larger operational picture in mind, knowing the corps commander’s desire to force the reserves and artillery units onshore despite the carnage in order to build credible combat power. Hermle knew that whatever the night might bring, the Americans now had more troops on the island than Kuribayashi could ever muster. His presence helped his division to forget about the day’s disasters and focus on preparations for the expected counterattacks.

Japanese artillery and mortar fire continued to rake the beachhead. The enormous spigot mortar shells (called “flying ashcans” by the troops) and rocket-boosted aerial bombs were particularly scary—loud, whistling projectiles, tumbling end over end. Many sailed completely over the island; those that hit along the beaches or the south runways invariably caused dozens of casualties with each impact. Few marines could dig a proper foxhole in the granular sand (“like trying to dig a hole in a barrel of wheat”). Among urgent calls to the control ship for plasma, stretchers, and mortar shells came repeated cries for sandbags.

Veteran marine combat correspondent Lt. Cyril P. Zurlinden, soon to become a casualty himself, described that first night ashore:

At Tarawa, Saipan, and Tinian, I saw Marines killed and wounded in a shocking manner, but I saw nothing like the ghastliness that hung over the Iwo beachhead. Nothing any of us had ever known could compare with the utter anguish, frustration, and constant inner battle to maintain some semblance of sanity.


Personnel accounting was a nightmare under those conditions, but the assault divisions eventually reported the combined loss of 2,420 men to General Schmidt (501 killed, 1,755 wounded, 47 dead of wounds, 18 missing, and 99 combat fatigue). These were sobering statistics, but Schmidt now had 30,000 marines ashore. The casualty rate of 8 percent left the landing force in relatively better condition than at the first days at Tarawa or Saipan. The miracle was that the casualties had not been twice as high. General Kuribayashi had possibly waited a little too long to open up with his big guns.

The first night on Iwo was ghostly. Sulfuric mists spiraled out of the earth. The marines, used to the tropics, shivered in the cold, waiting for Kuribayashi’s warriors to come screaming down from the hills. They would learn that this Japanese commander was different. There would be no wasteful, vainglorious banzai attacks, this night or any other. Instead, small teams of infiltrators, which Kuribayashi termed “Prowling Wolves,” probed the lines, gathering intelligence. A barge full of Japanese special landing forces tried a small counterlanding on the western beaches and died to the man under the alert guns of the 28th Marines and its supporting LVT crews.

Otherwise, the night was one of continuing waves of indirect fire from the highlands. One high velocity round landed directly in the hole occupied by the 1st Battalion, 23rd Marines’ commander, Lt. Col. Ralph Haas, killing him instantly. The marines took casualties throughout the night. But with the first streaks of dawn, the veteran landing force stirred. Five infantry regiments looked north; a sixth turned to the business at hand in the south: Mount Suribachi.



Suribachi

The Japanese called the dormant volcano Suribachi-yama; the marines dubbed it “Hot rocks.” From the start the marines knew their drive north would never succeed without first seizing that hulking rock dominating the southern plain. “Suribachi seemed to take on a life of its own, to be watching these men, looming over them,” recalled one observer, adding, “The mountain represented to these Marines a thing more evil than the Japanese.”

Col. Kanehiko Atsuchi commanded the two thousand soldiers and sailors of the Suribachi garrison. The Japanese had honeycombed the mountain with gun positions, machine-gun nests, observation sites, and tunnels, but Atsuchi had lost many of his large-caliber guns in the direct naval bombardment of the preceding three days. General Kuribayashi considered Atsuchi’s command to be semiautonomous, realizing the invaders would soon cut communications across the island’s narrow southern tip. Kuribayashi nevertheless hoped Suribachi could hold out for ten days, maybe two weeks.

Some of Suribachi’s stoutest defenses existed down low, around the rubble-strewn base. Here, nearly seventy camouflaged concrete blockhouses protected the approaches to the mountain; another fifty bulged from the slopes within the first hundred feet





The wreckage was indescribable. For two miles the debris was so thick that there were only a few places where landing craft could still get in. The wrecked hulls of scores of landing boats testified to one price we had to pay to put our troops ashore. Tanks and half-tracks lay crippled where they had bogged down in the coarse sand. Amphibian tractors, victims of mines and well-aimed shells, lay flopped on their backs. Cranes, brought ashore to unload cargo, tilted at insane angles, and bulldozers were smashed in their own roadways.



































OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Half Title


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Contents


		Introduction


		One.: Omaha Beach: Following General Cota


		Two.: Taking Mount Suribachi


		Three.: Doolittle Hits Tokyo


		Four.: Treacherous Passage


		Five.: Sugar Loaf


		Six.: Crash Boat


		Seven.: Hell Is Green: A War Rescue


		Eight: Gunslingers: The Pilots Remember


		Nine.: Last Man Down: Nautilus at War


		Ten.: Operation Ginny


		Sources







Guide



		Cover


		CONTENTS


		Chapter 1








OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
- LYONS PRESS CLASSICS

GREAT AMERICAN

WORLD WAR I STORIES

EDITED BY TOM McCARTHY





OEBPS/Images/LyonsPress_TP_CP_logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg





