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			Prologue: Love Day

			The USS Eldorado slowed as it approached the west coast of Okinawa in the pre-dawn darkness. ‘Ahead’, noted a US Marine Corps colonel, ‘could be seen the muzzle flashes of naval guns, arcing trajectories of red-hot projectiles, the glow of fires on a distant blur of shoreline. Above the hum of our ship’s circulating blowers could be faintly heard the roll and reverberation of man-made thunder as our supporting battleships, cruisers, destroyers and rocket gunboats increased the tempo of their shore bombardment.’1

			Designed as a floating command post, the Eldorado was packed with advanced communications equipment that left space for only two five-inch anti-aircraft guns. Yet she contained a highly valuable human cargo: Vice Admiral Richmond K. (‘Kelly’) Turner, USN, the straight-talking 60-year-old commander of the huge amphibious armada of 1,300 ships and 183,000 combat troops that was converging on Okinawa, the most southerly of Japan’s forty-seven prefectures; and ground-force commander Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr, 58, the snowy-haired son of the famous Confederate general. It was 1 April 1945, or Love Day,* the code name for the assault, and an auspicious date for Buckner as it was, he noted in his diary, ‘Easter Sunday, my father’s birthday and the day of my first battle.’ He added: ‘I hope I shall be able to look back upon it with the same degree of enthusiasm with which I anticipate it.’2

			Eager for the fray, Buckner had risen from his cramped quarters at 4:30 a.m. and, after a quick breakfast of ‘hot cakes’, joined Admiral Turner on the bridge where at 5:30 a.m. precisely they observed through binoculars the opening of the pre-landing bombardment of the target beaches at Hagushi, a third of the way up the seventy-mile-long island, by the fire support force of ten battleships, nine cruisers, twenty-three destroyers, and 177 gunboats. Over the next three hours these vessels fired 44,825 rounds of five-inch or larger shells, 33,000 rockets and 22,500 mortar shells, ‘the heaviest concentration of naval gunfire ever to support a landing of troops’.3

			Shortly before 6:00 a.m., as the gunfire continued, the day dawned bright and clear, with excellent visibility of up to ten miles and only a few scattered patches of mist. A moderate breeze rippled the calm sea, and there was no surf on the target beaches. The weather, as anticipated, was perfect for an invasion. ‘The golden sunrise’, wrote a delighted Buckner, ‘was not for Japan.’4

			At 7:45 a.m. the bombardment lifted long enough for carrier planes to strafe the beaches with bombs and napalm. ‘Smoke and dust rose up from the shore, thousands of feet high,’ recorded the celebrated war correspondent Ernie Pyle as he watched the spectacle from the command ship of the 5th Marines, ‘until finally the land was completely veiled. Bombs and strafing machine guns and roaring engines mingled with the crash of naval bombardment and seemed to drown out all existence. The ghastly concussion set up vibrations in the air – a sort of flutter – which pained and pounded the ears as though with invisible drumsticks. During all this time the waves of assault craft were forming up behind us.’5

			At 8:20 a.m. – ten minutes before H-hour – pennants were hauled down from the control craft and the first wave of amphibious tanks, covering an almost unbroken eight-mile line, began to move towards the shore, a distance of 4,000 yards, at a speed of four knots. They were preceded by gunboats firing enough rockets, mortars and 40 mm guns to saturate each prearranged hundred-yard target square for up to 1,000 yards inland with at least twenty-five rounds. ‘The crescendo of the bombardment’, noted Buckner on the Eldorado, ‘culminating in the rocket discharge was a magnificent spectacle.’6

			Following a minute behind the tanks was the first wave of assault troops in amphibian tracked vehicles (or ‘amtracs’), likened by Ernie Pyle to ‘big trucks’ on ‘tractor treads, built cup-like’ that propel them through water and the ‘moment it touches bottom it crawls along like a tractor.’ More followed at ten-minute intervals, with Wave 6 scheduled to leave before Wave 1 hit the beach. Pyle watched them go with a ‘miserable and awful weight’ on his heart. ‘There’s nothing whatever romantic’, he reported, ‘in knowing that an hour from now you might be dead.’7

			The advanced elements of four infantry divisions – a total of 12,000 men – were now heading for the shore, fearful of what awaited them. The most experienced was the 1st Marine Division which, in August 1942, had become the first US infantry formation to see action when it invaded Japanese-held Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. That bloody campaign had lasted five long months before Japanese resistance was finally broken by the Marines. In 1944 they saw more tough fighting at Cape Gloucester and Peleliu, particularly the latter where the fanatical Japanese defence had cost the division almost 6,500 casualties.8

			The ’Canal veterans had since rotated home, replaced by 8,000 raw recruits. But many of the rest remembered the storm of fire that had met them on the beaches of Peleliu and, quite understandably, feared a repeat. Among them was 29-year-old First Lieutenant Bill Looney, a graduate in economics from Chicago’s Roman Catholic Loyola University who had fought and only narrowly survived the last two campaigns as a platoon commander with Charlie Company, 1/5th Marines. Now second in command as the company XO (or executive officer), he and his men had departed their base camp in the Russell Islands a fortnight earlier, aboard a flat-bottomed ‘landing ship, tank’ (LST) that had bunks for 217 men, expecting their target to be the island of Formosa. But after a six-day stop at Ulithi atoll in the Western Caroline Islands – where they were met by the ‘awesome, frightening’ sight of a ‘totally gutted’ and ‘listing’ aircraft carrier, the USS Franklin, which had been bombed by a single Japanese aircraft on 19 March† – they finally learned the truth en route to Okinawa.

			Earlier that morning, after a ‘great breakfast’ of steak and eggs, they had watched a battleship shoot down a Japanese kamikaze‡ plane after ‘every other ship in the harbor’ had tried and failed. It was as though the battleship had waited ‘to see if the amateurs could handle it’. The excitement over, Looney and his men were ordered into the amtracs that were crammed into the LST’s hold where the stench of gasoline and the noise of the engines was almost overpowering. Finally the bow doors opened and, one by one, the amtracs splashed into the water as ‘Good luck Marines’ sounded on the ship’s loudspeaker. Looney was half expecting his amtrac to ‘go directly under’, but it stayed afloat and moved slowly towards land.

			It was, he remembered, ‘a nervous and quiet group’ crammed into his amtrac, ‘all with the same questions and anxieties going through their minds: are they waiting for us at the shore? How will we get up those sand dunes? Will it be as bad as Peleliu? Will I make it again?’9

			Similar thoughts were occurring to Corporal Jim Johnston, a high-school valedictorian who in 1942 had quit the University of Nebraska–Lincoln to join the Marines because he thought it was ‘the honorable thing to do’. Though only 22, Johnston was acting commander of a section of machine-gunners in Easy Company, 2/5th Marines, and felt keenly the weight of responsibility on his shoulders to get his men through the campaign safely. ‘Everyone who had been in front of me in my unit was dead or gone,’ he noted. ‘There was no one to lean on for help. Wherever I looked, someone was looking back at me.’

			Their briefing on what to expect had left Johnston extremely pessimistic. Protecting most of the shoreline his company was assaulting was a high sea wall, save for a gap of forty yards with flat land beyond that was covered by machine gun-emplacements. ‘This is our objective,’ he wrote. ‘We must try to secure the flat ground so the tanks and supplies can be landed there. All the defenses the enemy can muster – artillery, mortars, and machine guns – will concentrate their fire on that strategic forty yards. How in the world can a man live through such a place?’ So brutally frank had his officers been that everyone expected Easy Company ‘to be literally destroyed’.10

			Up ahead the gunboats turned aside as they reached the shallow coral reef that fringes Okinawa’s western beaches, allowing the amphibious tanks and tracked vehicles to pass through them and proceed unescorted over the reef, the tanks firing their 75 mm howitzers at any pillboxes and strongpoints they could identify. As the tanks neared the shore, the naval bombardment lifted to targets further inland, ‘obscuring the ridges with smoke, blinding the Jap observation posts’, while scores of carrier planes swooped low over the landing beaches to saturate them with machine-gun fire.

			The amphibious tanks landed first, followed soon after by the tracked vehicles. As they covered the last few yards to the shore, Johnston remembered the sight of dead Marines in the water and on the beach at Peleliu, and ‘wondered what we would look like to the waves that would come behind us’.11 To Looney, however, the absence of ‘hostile fire’ and ‘no burning amtracs’ was ‘a very good sign’. Carrying long collapsible ladders to scale the steep sand dunes, they piled out of the amtrac and headed for the dunes. ‘Still no action,’ he recorded. ‘It is a walk-on. How great.’12

			Johnston approached a pillbox on Yellow 1 Beach, anticipating ‘the impact of bullets ripping into my body’, but there was ‘no fire’. The pillbox was empty. So he and his men moved inland and, within an hour, the beachhead ‘was several hundred yards deep and growing by the minute’. They felt ‘jubilant, absolutely overjoyed’, as if they ‘had been granted a pardon from the death sentence’. But for many it was ‘only a reprieve’.13

			Ernie Pyle was still on the 5th Marines’ command ship when word came back by radio that ‘waves 1 and 2 were ashore without much opposition and there were no mines on beaches’. Peering through binoculars, he could see ‘tanks moving across the fields and the men of the second wave walking inland, standing upright’. There was the odd splash in the water near the beach from desultory small-arms and mortar fire, but no sign of ‘any real fire coming from the shore’. It was indicative rather than definitive, yet he felt the weight of dread begin to lift. ‘I found myself talking more easily with the sailors,’ he wrote, ‘and somehow the feeling gradually took hold that we were to be spared.’14

			From the deck of the Eldorado it was ‘difficult to see exactly what was happening on the beaches’, noted the Marine colonel, ‘but to our amazement there appeared to be little resistance; our troops reported back that they were crossing the thin strips of coral sand “standing up”. For reasons of their own the Japanese had elected not to defend the beaches.’ He added: ‘Wave after wave of our landing craft hit the beaches, unloaded, and pulled away to their mother ship for subsequent loads. Our troops, Army and Marine, were carried forward by sheer momentum to the high ground of the ventral ridge of the island, where they paused to consolidate and reassess the situation. Behind them the tremendous build-up and congestion on the beaches continued, unhampered by enemy action. It had not been this easy on Peleliu or Iwo Jima.’15

			Perhaps the only US serviceman to feel ‘somewhat concerned about the lack of opposition on Okinawa’ that morning was Lieutenant General Buckner. His Marine deputy chief of staff, Brigadier General Oliver P. Smith, put this down to Buckner’s bad experience at Kiska in the Aleutians in August 1943 ‘when Army troops had landed and to their embarrassment … found no Japanese’. Buckner, according to Smith, ‘did not want to be involved in another Kiska’.16

			Certainly Buckner was eager to fight, a pugnacity heightened by his lack of combat experience and the fact that in the months leading up to the campaign, he had been fed a steady diet of Japanese horror stories that included photographs of US soldiers who had been ‘butchered and eaten by Japs’.17 Intelligence reports had estimated at least 65,000 Japanese defenders on Okinawa. So where were they? ‘Opposition was light,’ Buckner wrote to his wife that evening, ‘the Japs evidently expected us to land elsewhere in the island … I consider the day highly successful. We have nearly 60,000 troops ashore and will land more tomorrow.’18

			Buckner was convinced that the simultaneous feinted landing by the 2nd Marine Division on the south-east coast of Okinawa had fooled the Japanese into concentrating their troops in the wrong place. That was far from the case. Coolly watching the landings through binoculars from an observation platform in Shuri Castle, twelve miles to the south, stood the Japanese commander, Lieutenant General Mitsuru Ushijima, and his senior officers. ‘Tall and heavy-set’ with ‘ruddy cheeks and a benign countenance’, the 57-year-old Ushijima had replaced the ailing General Watanabe as commander of the Thirty-Second Army on Okinawa the previous August. He had some field experience as a brigade and divisional commander in China and Burma; but since 1941 had occupied administrative posts in Japan, first as commandant of the army’s Non-commissioned Officers Academy, and then the more prestigious Imperial Japanese Army Academy. Perhaps not surprisingly, he was less hands-on than the fire-eating Watanabe, preferring to leave ‘all operational details to his subordinates’, while still taking overall responsibility. ‘In this respect,’ noted a subordinate, ‘he was faithful to long-standing Japanese military tradition, going back to the great Takamori Saigo, one of the leaders of the Meiji Restoration of 1868.’19

			The ‘short, stout officer’ standing nearest to Ushijima on the viewing platform, ‘legs set defiantly apart’, was his right-hand man and chief of staff, Major General Isamu Chō, an ultranationalist who had been active in the 1930s in the ‘young officers’ military clique that was pushing for Japan’s territorial expansion. Implicated in the massacre of at least 200,000 Chinese civilians and prisoners of war at Nanjing in the winter of 1937–8, and briefly arrested for his part in a coup d’état against the civilian government, the 50-year-old Chō was a ruthless and aggressive military strategist who thought attack the best form of defence. If it had been his decision, the Japanese troops on Okinawa would have fought the invading Americans on the beaches. Instead, Ushijima took the advice of his talented operations chief, Colonel Hiromichi Yahara, 42, who was convinced the only way to defend Okinawa, given the inevitable imbalance in troop numbers and firepower, was to leave the beaches uncontested and instead concentrate Japanese strength in the south of the island.20

			The plans recently put forward by Imperial General Headquarters (IGHQ) in Tokyo decreed that the battle for Okinawa would be won on the sea and in the air, and that the troops on the island would merely be needed ‘to mop up enemy remnants after they landed’. Yahara knew this was nonsense and planned accordingly. Born to a modest family of farmers in the sparsely populated south-west of Honshu Island, the bespectacled Yahara had used brains and determination to advance his army career, passing out first from the War College. He had served as a regimental officer, worked undercover in South East Asia and, more recently, taught at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy in Tokyo under Ushijima. But it was his two years as an exchange officer in the United States, including six months with the 8th Infantry, that would serve him best on Okinawa as they gave him an insight into the American military mind.21

			Arriving in March 1944, Yahara considered Okinawa an obvious future target for US forces as they advanced closer to Japan’s home islands, 400 miles to the north, and argued for a significant troop build-up. ‘I felt it was crucial’, he recalled, ‘that we select those islands where we could expect the enemy to attack, place decisive troop strength there, and make adequate combat preparations while we still had the chance.’ He eventually got his way, and various formations were rushed to Okinawa until, by the late summer of 1944, the garrison had swelled to 105,000 men, backed by a further 20,000 half-trained Okinawan ‘Boeitai’ (Home Guard).22

			At this point, Yahara’s strategy was to ‘move in the direction of any enemy landings, launch an offensive, and destroy the enemy near the coast’. But when IGHQ decided in November 1944 to move the Thirty-Second Army’s best formation, the 25,000-strong 9th Division, to the Philippines, via Formosa, Yahara changed tack. Now with, he believed, too few troops to prevent a major landing, he concentrated the vast bulk of his forces in the southern third of the island, ‘behind several heavily fortified lines north of army headquarters at Shuri Castle’. Well protected in tunnels and caves, they could withstand any amount of enemy bombs and gunfire. Or as Yahara put it: ‘Against steel, the product of American industry, we would pit our earthen fortifications, the product of the sweat of our troops and the Okinawan people.’23

			The change was controversial as it ran counter to the Imperial Japanese Army’s operational doctrine of seeking out a ‘decisive battle’ rather than a ‘war of attrition’. But Ushijima gave his approval, and for the next five months soldiers and civilians toiled night and day to prepare a defensive system across the narrow waist of southern Okinawa where, forward of Ushijima’s HQ on Mount Shuri, ‘several jagged lines of ridges and rocky escarpments’ were turned into ‘formidable nests of interlocking pillboxes and firing positions’. All were ‘connected by a network of caves and passageways inside the hills’ that allowed the defenders to move safely to the point of attack.24

			With their defensive preparations complete, Ushijima and his officers were ‘full of confidence’ as they watched the ‘enemy’s frantic deployment’ on the Hagushi beaches on 1 April. Some joked; a few lit cigarettes. All were ‘tense with the warrior’s inner excitement at the thrill of preparing to cross swords with a mighty enemy’.

			Yahara marvelled at the sheer scale of the enemy bombardment as ‘smoke and debris from the explosions’ rose into sky. The enemy planes looked to him like ‘hundreds of oversized beans’ as they emerged from the smoke to carry out their bombing operations. Then, finally, American soldiers emerged ‘from the thousand-odd landing craft, thrusting onto the shore’. He wrote later: ‘It is as if the sea itself were advancing with a great roar.’

			He chuckled as he tried to put himself into the minds of the enemy commander and his staff. ‘Advancing with such ease,’ wrote Yahara, ‘they must be thinking gleefully that they have passed through a breach in the Japanese defenses. They will be wrong … It is amusing to watch the American army so desperately intent in its attack on an almost undefended coast, like a blind man who has lost his cane, groping on hands and knees to cross a ditch.’

			Yet, at the same time, Yahara felt ‘a gnawing sense of unease’. The IGHQ plan was for the air force to play the lead role in ‘warding off the enemy attack’. It had been ‘publicly stated that the best opportunity to destroy the enemy would be while he was still in his ships, before the troops had a chance to land’. For the last week, Japanese aircraft had attacked the ‘enemy fleet under cover of darkness, by moonlight and at dawn’. So why now, asked Yahara, ‘with enemy landing craft swarming around the [Hagushi] beaches, do they not overcome all obstacles, take advantage of this once-in-a-lifetime chance, and make an all-out concerted attack?’25

			In fact, according to the diary of Vice Admiral Matome Ugaki, the man tasked with the air defence of Okinawa, a full-scale attack on the approaching US 5th Fleet was ordered on 31 March. But only a few kamikaze got through the American anti-aircraft and fighter screen the following day. One flew into the superstructure of the battleship USS West Virginia and its bomb penetrated to the second deck. Fortunately it was a dud, or the casualties of four dead and twenty-three wounded would have been much heavier. Other kamikaze struck a transport, USS Hinsdale, and two LSTs carrying men of the 2nd Marine Division as they feigned a landing off the south-east coast of Okinawa.26

			Second Lieutenant Otha L. Grisham, 21, from San Marcos, Texas, was eating breakfast in the officers’ wardroom of LST 724 when he heard the sound of a plane and the ship’s anti-aircraft gunners opening fire. Told to ‘stay put’ and ‘not get in the way’, he continued with his meal. ‘Suddenly,’ recalled Grisham, ‘the ship absorbed a rattling crash, but there was no explosion. It was at midship on the port side, and we rushed to the outside passageway. There sat part of a Jap airplane engine, complete with body parts from the pilot. Our ship’s gunners had shot him down before he could do serious damage to his target.’

			The other two vessels were not so lucky. Looking back, Grisham could see LST 884 and the USS Hinsdale burning. As both vessels contained men from the same two Marine units on LST 724, Grisham and his colleagues ‘lobbied for slowing (or stopping) to assist our buddies’. But the ship’s captain refused, and they watched helplessly as survivors jumped overboard to avoid the flames. Their rescue would take many hours and, in total, more lives were lost in these attacks – forty-one – than in the landings proper. ‘Who said it was “safer”’, commented Grisham, ‘to be in Reserve?’27

			The amphibious operation to capture Okinawa – code-named Iceberg – was the largest of the Pacific War and the greatest air–land–sea battle in history. Admittedly fewer troops (60,000) were landed on L-Day than had, for example, been put ashore on D-Day in Sicily in 1943 (180,000) and Normandy in 1944 (100,000).28 But the overall scale of Iceberg was arguably greater than both because of the number of naval assets involved, and the distances they had to cover. ‘This is,’ wrote one awestruck participant,

			the largest open-seas armada in history. Seven divisions and the whole Pacific Fleet. 1,457 ships and half a million men. Think about this. All those ships and men have to arrive together at the right time and place thousands of miles from the USA. Remarkable logistics. The seven divisions all come from different places and all are on ships. An awesome sight. Then there were the warships: [aircraft] carriers, battleships, cruisers and lots of destroyers. There were also some forty submarines that had been in the operation and had transported the underwater personnel who had worked on the barriers [at the beaches]. I am sure the public did not realise the size of the Okinawa operation. In some ways it was bigger than D-Day.29

			Either way it was an astonishing logistical feat. For the assault echelon alone, more than 183,000 troops and 747,000 tons of cargo were loaded onto 430 assault transports and landing ships at eleven different ports, from Seattle to Leyte in the Philippines. The closest Pacific base to Okinawa was at Ulithi, five days’ sailing at ten knots. Yet the bulk of the resupply would come from the West Coast of the United States, a distance of 6,250 nautical miles, or twenty-six days’ sailing.30

			Most of the 540,000 Allied servicemen – navy, air and army – who fought in the campaign were American. They included the naval personnel of Admiral Raymond A. Spruance’s US 5th Fleet, the most powerful in history with more than twenty fast aircraft carriers, ten battleships and 1,200 aircraft. Yet a small but significant portion of the 5th Fleet’s sea and air assets were British and Commonwealth in the form of Task Force 57 – otherwise known as the British Pacific Fleet – which comprised two battleships, four fleet carriers, five cruisers (one each from Canada and New Zealand), eleven destroyers (two each from Canada and Australia) and 220 aircraft. It was the Royal Navy’s most formidable strike force of the war.31

			The campaign would last for eighty-three blood-soaked days as the fighting plumbed depths of savagery that was as bad as anything perpetrated by the Germans and Russians on the Eastern Front. It is a brutal, heart-rending story – made a little more bearable by the many instances of extraordinary heroism and self-sacrifice on both sides – and one best told from multiple perspectives: from the cramped cockpit of a kamikaze plane, the claustrophobic gun turret of a warship under attack, and a half-submerged foxhole amidst the squalor and battle detritus on Sugar Loaf Hill. The narrative shifts from the lofty perch of generals and presidents, to the more humble experience of ordinary servicemen, their families and the Okinawan civilians who were caught so tragically between the warring parties. But first we must go back to the beginning: to 26 July 1944, when the US president met his senior Pacific commanders in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, to decide on the best strategy to defeat Japan.

				
					* The day of landing was designated ‘Love Day’ to avoid confusion with Iwo Jima’s ‘Dog Day’.

				

				
					† Despite being hit by two 550-pound bombs, which caused catastrophic damage and killed and wounded almost half its crew of 2,600 men, the 872-foot Essex-class carrier was towed back to Brooklyn Navy Yard, via Ulithi and the Panama Canal, where she was repaired.

				

				
					‡ Literally ‘divine wind’, a form of suicide attack in which the pilot used his plane as a flying bomb. The first successful attack was in October 1942 when a crippled Japanese torpedo bomber deliberately flew into the destroyer USS Smith, killing twenty-eight and wounding twenty-three. But it was not until autumn 1944 that the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Special Attack Corps was formed in the Philippines. During the Okinawa campaign, kamikaze would launch more than 2,000 sorties.

				

		

		
			1

			‘Where’s Douglas?’

			The heavy cruiser USS Baltimore was greeted by an immense crowd of cheering Hawaiians as it docked at Pearl Harbor at 3:00 p.m. on Wednesday 26 July 1944. It was carrying President Franklin D. Roosevelt who, despite a recent illness and the start of what would be his third successful re-election campaign, had come to the headquarters of the US Navy’s Pacific Fleet with just a handful of close advisors to discuss future strategy.1

			The first man to greet the wheelchair-bound president* was Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, 59, the Texan-born commander of US forces in the Pacific Ocean Area whose quiet but determined leadership had avenged early American setbacks with a string of victories at sea and on land. Striding up the gangplank at the head of a group of senior officers, Nimitz shook Roosevelt warmly by the hand. The president’s response: ‘Where’s Douglas?’

			He was referring to 64-year-old General Douglas MacArthur, the colourful and opinionated Supreme Allied Commander in the South-west Pacific Area (SWPA) who had been controversially awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor – the US military’s highest award for valour – ‘for conspicuous leadership’ during the failed campaign to defend the Philippines from Japanese attack in early 1942. Some had even accused MacArthur of abandoning his command by leaving the island fortress of Corregidor in Manila Bay before it fell in May with the loss of 11,000 US and Filipino troops. In truth, Roosevelt had ordered MacArthur to leave and, ever since, the general had worked tirelessly to redeem his reputation. Having secured Australia, he went on the offensive, capturing vast swathes of territory in New Guinea and the Admiralty Islands. His aim in coming to Hawaii was to convince the president that the Philippines – a country he had vowed to liberate – should be the next major objective.

			Arriving by plane, MacArthur realised he was late and urged the police motorcyclists escorting his open-topped car to get him to the docks as quickly as possible. They arrived, sirens screaming, as the presidential party was disembarking. ‘Hello Doug,’ said Roosevelt. ‘What are you doing with that leather jacket on? It’s darn hot today.’

			‘Well,’ MacArthur replied, ‘I’ve just landed from Australia. It’s pretty cold there.’2

			In the strategy sessions that followed in a big room filled with maps of the Pacific, Nimitz spoke first. His plan – initiated by his boss Admiral Ernest J. King, the commander-in-chief, US Fleet and a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff – was to bypass the Philippines by launching the next major offensive against Formosa and then the Japanese home islands. Indeed this option was also the preference of the other Joint Chiefs – generals of the army George C. Marshall (US Army) and Henry H. (‘Hap’) Arnold (US Army Air Force) – who both felt it offered the quickest route to defeat Japan. Nimitz, as it happened, was not convinced the plan would work, and preferred to take the Western Caroline Islands first, before invading the central Philippines and Iwo Jima. But loyal to a fault, he argued for his superior’s plan as if it were his own.

			MacArthur responded with a masterly presentation, delivered without notes, arguing that the main Philippine island of Luzon was more important than Formosa because with it went control of the South China Sea and Japan’s sea communications to its southern possessions. Whereas bypassing Luzon would expose US forces on Formosa and elsewhere to devastating attacks from Japanese bombers stationed there. Nimitz agreed with this point and, when questioned by Roosevelt, said he could support either operation. So a compromise was agreed: the Philippines would be recovered with the forces available in the western Pacific and Formosa could wait. MacArthur was delighted. The president, he wrote, had remained ‘entirely neutral’ while Nimitz had shown a ‘fine sense of fair play’.3

			During his trip the president was invited to lunch at Nimitz’s official residence at Makalapa Hill. But as the house, in the opinion of the secret service, was not up to scratch, a US Naval Construction Battalion of 500 ‘Seabees’ was sent to repaint it, refurbish the bathrooms and even build a new road behind the house so that Roosevelt could be moved from the car to his wheelchair in private. None of the many generals and flag officers also in attendance – one counted 136 stars on the collars of the guests – were any the wiser as they sat down to martini cocktails and a main course of mahimahi, a delicious local fish.4

			Given the seat of honour on Roosevelt’s right was Lieutenant General Simon B. Buckner, recently appointed commander of the US Tenth Army, the formation slated to carry out the invasion of Formosa. The president, noted Buckner in his diary, ‘talked cheerfully & made everyone feel relaxed & at home’. He also ‘looked well but his hand shook a little when he raised his cocktail glass’.5> MacArthur, already back in Australia, was far more pessimistic about the president’s health. ‘He is just a shell of the man I knew,’ he told his wife Jean. ‘In six months he will be in his grave.’6

			The practical effect of Roosevelt’s visit to Pearl Harbor was to leave the army and navy pursuing joint but separate strategies: MacArthur would continue his advance up through the Philippines and the Dutch East Indies; while Nimitz edged closer to Formosa via the central Pacific, the first step being the capture of Peleliu in the Palau Islands which was finally secured in late November 1944 by the 1st Marine Division and, latterly, the army’s 81st Division, after a vicious two-month campaign that was made immeasurably harder by the formidable Japanese defensive system of caves and underground tunnels.†

			By then, much had changed. From 11 to 16 September 1944, Roosevelt, British prime minister Winston Churchill and their combined chiefs of staff met at Quebec for the Octagon Conference where they agreed, among other things, that Britain would become a full partner in the war against Japan after the defeat of Germany. Churchill’s preference was for an advance across the Bay of Bengal and an operation to recover Singapore and the Malay Peninsula, lost in such ignominious circumstances in early 1942. Roosevelt disagreed. The Americans, he said, had been very successful at ‘island-hopping’ in the Pacific, and bypassing strong Japanese garrisons like Singapore which could be mopped up later. But he was prepared to accept Churchill’s offer of naval support in the central Pacific, overruling Admiral King’s unwillingness to share victory ‘with an eleventh-hour entry’.7

			Happy with this concession, Churchill and his chiefs of staff let the Americans decide the optimum route of advance in the Pacific. On 15 September, with the Octagon Conference still in progress, the Joint Chiefs authorised MacArthur to bring forward his operation to capture the Philippine island of Leyte from 20 December to 20 October. But there was still an assumption that Nimitz would launch Operation Causeway – the invasion of Formosa – once the Philippines were secured. That, however, was about to change.

			On 16 September, sensing an opportunity to ditch the Formosa operation in favour of a move directly north from the Philippines to the Ryukyu and Bonin islands, and from there to Japan, Nimitz asked his senior army commanders for their opinion. Lieutenant General Robert C. Richardson Jr, commanding US Army Forces in the Pacific Ocean Area, was firmly in agreement. Regarding the occupation of Formosa as a costly diversion, he argued instead for a dual advance along the Luzon–Ryukyus and Marianas–Bonins axes. This would allow MacArthur to seize the island of Luzon after Leyte, and provide air and naval bases in the Philippines to block enemy shipping lanes and neutralise Formosa. But only the next step – possession of the Ryukyu chain of islands, extending 700 miles south of the Japanese home islands, and the Bonins further to the east – would enable extensive air operations against the main islands of Kyushu and Honshu. These, in turn, would prepare the ground for amphibious landings.

			Richardson was backed up by Lieutenant General Millard F. Harmon, commanding US Army Air Forces, who pointed out that the acquisition of air bases could be achieved with far less cost in men and materiel in the Ryukus than in Formosa. The final nail in Causeway’s coffin was provided by Lieutenant General Buckner who pointed out that his Tenth Army lacked the supporting and service troops for such a large-scale operation.8

			Nimitz repeated these arguments to Admiral King when they met in San Francisco on 29 September. The alternative to Causeway, said Nimitz, was to keep pressure on the Japanese by taking, in turn, Luzon, Iwo Jima and Okinawa. Formosa, meanwhile, could be kept in check by a series of air strikes from carriers. Why Iwo Jima? asked King. Because, explained Nimitz, it would allow fighter protection for the huge B-29 bombing raids on the Japanese home islands that were planned for 1945.9

			Convinced by Nimitz, King proposed to his fellow Joint Chiefs on 2 October that, because of insufficient resources in the Pacific Ocean Area and the unwillingness of the War Department to make additional resources available until after the defeat of Germany, operations against Luzon, Iwo Jima and Okinawa should precede the seizure of Formosa. They concurred and, a day later, Nimitz was ordered by the Joint Chiefs to ‘occupy one or more positions’ in the Ryukyu Islands, beginning on 1 March 1945. The purpose was to establish bases from which to attack ‘the main islands of Japan and their sea approaches’ with air and naval forces; support further operations in regions bordering the East China Sea; and sever air and sea communications between Japan’s home islands and its possessions to the south and west. But the first step was to ‘capture, occupy, defend and develop Okinawa Island’.10

				
					* In 1921, at the age of 39, Roosevelt contracted polio, lost the use of both legs and had been partially confined to a wheelchair ever since. In public he used leg braces to give the appearance of mobility.

				

				
					† Only a handful of the 10,700 Japanese defenders laid down their arms; the rest fought to the death. US casualties were 1,800 killed and 7,000 wounded.
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			Operation Iceberg

			‘Directive received deferring our project,’ noted Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr in his diary on 4 October 1944. He added: ‘Took physical exam. Blood pressure 120/76. Dr said he could find nothing wrong except danger from Japs.’1

			The forced humour masked Buckner’s understandable nervousness about what lay ahead: not only his first test as a field commander, but in a battle of any kind. It may not have helped that he was the son of a famous Confederate general – named after the Venezuelan soldier and statesman Simón Bolívar, then at the height of his fame as the ‘Liberator’ of South America – who, after a shaky start, won laurels at the battles of Perryville and Chickamauga. He became, as it happened, both the first Confederate commander to surrender an army, and also the last. He was 63 when his son Simon Bolivar Jr was born in Munfordville, Kentucky in 1886. A year later, standing as a Democrat, Buckner Sr became the state’s thirtieth governor.

			Though he later failed as the vice-presidential nominee of the ‘Gold Democrats’ in 1896, the elder Buckner was a hard act to follow. His young son made a start by graduating from the US Army’s military academy at West Point in 1908. But thereafter his career was largely uneventful as he completed two tours of the Philippines, saw no combat in the First World War and spent much of the interwar period as a student or instructor at various military schools, including a final spell as commandant of cadets at West Point. In the latter appointment he was remembered as a martinet, a stern disciplinarian who allowed his cadets few luxuries. ‘Buckner forgets,’ commented one aspiring officer’s parent, ‘cadets are born not quarried.’2

			Lacking field experience, Buckner clung to US Army doctrine that artillery played the decisive role in combat. Infantry were needed to find and hold the enemy; but only artillery could destroy it. After war came a second time in December 1941, he was eager to put this theory into practice. But by then he was commanding the army’s Alaska Defense Command, a relative backwater that saw only limited action. In 1943, for example, when amphibious landings recovered the Aleutian islands of Attu and Kiska from the Japanese, both operations had been navy-led. A frustrated Buckner clashed repeatedly with both the naval commander for the northern Pacific and the civilian authorities in Alaska, the latter objecting to his illegal hunting of walruses.3

			Salvation came in the summer of 1944 when Buckner was appointed commander of the new US Tenth Army in Hawaii, a joint army–Marines formation that was intended for the invasion of Formosa. Worried about resupply, he was relieved when the objective was switched from Formosa to the smaller Okinawa; but that still required a completely new plan of assault. Fortunately Buckner had an excellent staff to take care of that, led by Brigadier General E. D. Post who had served with him since West Point. Their relationship, noted a colleague, was ‘very close, almost that of father and son’. It helped that Post had a ‘pleasing personality and a very even temper’, and was a man ‘it would have been hard not to get along with’.4

			Under Post were two deputy chiefs of staff: one for the US Army, Brigadier General Lawrence E. Schick; and one for the US Navy/Marines, Brigadier General Oliver P. Smith. Like Post, Schick had served with Buckner in Alaska, and was one of Buck’s boys. Smith was an outsider, joining the Tenth Army’s staff on Hawaii only in early November 1944 after combat stints with the 1st Marine Division on Cape Gloucester (as colonel of the 5th Marines) and Peleliu (assistant division commander). The new job was not one he was looking forward to. ‘It is hard to come back from an operation,’ he wrote, ‘and start over again the whole tedious process of training for a new operation. What is needed is new blood.’5

			Smith had grown up in northern California where he attended the University of California, Berkeley, before joining the wartime Marine Corps as a second lieutenant in 1917. He later matriculated from the École supérieure de guerre in France, the first Marine to do so, and returned to teach at the Marine Corps Schools at Quantico, Virginia, where he was known as ‘the Professor’ and an expert in amphibious warfare. Intelligent, easy going and with valuable combat experience, he was the perfect choice as Buckner’s Marine deputy chief of staff. Not least because army–Marine relations were then at a low ebb, following the sacking of Major General Ralph Smith as commander of the US Army’s 27th Division by his Marine superior, Lieutenant General Holland M. ‘Howlin’ Mad’ Smith – the so-called Smith vs Smith controversy – during the Saipan campaign in July 1944. Already ill disposed to the 27th Division for a perceived lack of aggression in a previous battle, Holland Smith accused its men of failing to attack on time and costing Marine lives. Ralph Smith was relieved of his command and ordered off the island, a humiliation that his senior army colleagues – including US Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall – found hard to forgive.

			The bad blood probably cost the abrasive Holland Smith the command of the Tenth Army. ‘I found out later,’ wrote Oliver Smith, ‘that both Admiral Spruance and Admiral Turner had recommended that General Holland Smith be given the Okinawa job, but they were overruled by Admiral Nimitz.’6 It was handed instead to the untried Buckner who, in a second snub to Holland Smith, was put in charge of the all-army board of inquiry into Ralph Smith’s sacking. The board eventually – and predictably – ruled in favour of the dismissed officer, though he would never command troops in action again. ‘Saw Holland Smith at Adm[iral] Nimitz’s conference,’ noted Buckner in late August 1944, ‘and he greeted me without much enthusiasm. (He has probably seen my board report to the effect that Ralph Smith’s relief from command was not justified.)’7

			It was into this potentially poisonous atmosphere on Hawaii that Oliver Smith arrived on 7 November. Fortunately Admiral Nimitz had helped to clear the air a month earlier by sounding out Buckner on his attitude to the Smith vs Smith controversy. ‘Finding’, wrote Buckner, ‘that I deplored the whole matter and harbored no inter-service ill feeling’, Nimitz ‘announced that I would command the “new joint project”.’8

			Smith’s early impressions of his new boss, after they met at army headquarters in Schofield Barracks on 8 November, were mostly positive. ‘He was’, noted Smith, ‘in excellent physical condition: ruddy, heavy-set, but with considerable spring in his step. He had snow-white hair and piercing blue eyes: the eyes were almost hard.’ Though he had ‘surprisingly little troop duty’ and ‘limited’ experience in amphibious operations, he did not lack for ‘character’ and Smith had ‘no reason to feel he would not continue to operate well in a joint undertaking [with the navy]’. While Buckner’s ‘methods and judgements were somewhat inflexible’, wrote Smith, ‘you always knew where you stood’.

			It helped that Smith thought highly of Buckner’s right-hand men, Post and Schick, describing the latter – ‘a small, wiry man, quick of speech and action’ – as the ‘finest staff officer with whom I have ever had the pleasure of serving’. But not every aspect of life at Schofield Barracks, sited on a picturesque red-soiled plateau 900 feet above sea level, was to Smith’s liking. He particularly resented Buckner’s ‘fetish’ for ‘physical conditioning’, and his insistence that all his staff officers, many of whom were over fifty, took part. ‘For the older officers,’ noted Smith, ‘the program resulted in broken collarbones, broken arms, sprained ankles and charley horses [cramps in the leg muscles]. Included in the required conditioning were the running of the Combat Course (for which Lieutenant General Buckner held the record), firing all infantry hand and shoulder weapons, soft ball and conditioning hikes.’ One of the latter was eight and a half miles in length, with a climb and descent of 2,000 feet. Recently back from Peleliu, Smith gave it a miss. ‘What I needed was food and relaxation.’

			Yet there were limits to even that, and the vibrant social life at Schofield Barracks was not, in Smith’s opinion, ‘an appropriate one for troops preparing for combat’. He added: ‘It is true there were no families present, but there were dances every Wednesday and Saturday evening which were not stag affairs; there were plenty of WACs [Women’s Army Corps], nurses and Red Cross workers. There were dinner parties, beach parties and cocktail parties. At some … the women wore evening gowns. You had the feeling you were half in the war and half out of it.’9

			Buckner’s diary backs up Smith’s concern. Hardly a day goes by without him mentioning his attendance at a dinner party or dance, usually in the company of an attractive young woman. One name keeps cropping up: ‘Missy’ Keleher, the wife of a naval officer on duty in the Pacific. A typical entry (for 21 November) reads: ‘Took Missy Keleher … to dinner at Chinese restaurant. Missy wangled a photo of myself and asked me to autograph it with an appropriate message. I did. “To Missy with misgivings.”’

			On another occasion, not long before he departed Hawaii for the theatre of war, Buckner took Missy to a dinner and dance at the Wheeler Field Officers’ Club, and then for a nightcap at a fellow officer’s quarters. It was 2:00 a.m. by the time he got home. ‘Moral: Don’t take girls to parties who live too far away if you want any sleep.’ Undoubtedly flattered by Missy’s attention, Buckner’s behaviour towards her might have been, as far as we know, entirely honourable. But the number of evenings he spent in her and other women’s company – often for tête-à-tête dinners – would surely not have gone down well with Adele Buckner, his wife of almost thirty years, and the mother of their three children, if she had known.10

			When not carousing, Buckner and his staff were busy planning for Operation Iceberg, the assault on Okinawa. Their first priority was to gather all the geographical, meteorological and demographic information they could find on the island and its people from captured documents and prisoners of war, former residents and old Japanese publications. The bulk of their data came from aerial photographs which, taken by planes 1,200 miles from their bases, were frustratingly small-scale or incomplete. Yet the basic facts they revealed were not in dispute. Okinawa is the largest island in the Ryukyus, a chain that stretches almost 800 miles in a long arc from Kyushu to Formosa, and forms a boundary between the East China Sea and the Pacific. Of these 140 islands, only thirty were inhabited in 1945. The climate is subtropical, with temperatures ranging from 60 degrees Fahrenheit to 85 degrees, heavy rainfall, high humidity and violent typhoons between May and November.

			Situated roughly in the centre of the Ryukyus, Okinawa is seventy miles long and from two to eighteen miles wide, running north to south, and covering a distance of 485 square miles. Composed of porous coral rock, it is fringed with reefs, close to shore and rarely more than a mile wide on the western side, but much wider on the eastern side, where the coast is more sheltered.

			When Commodore Perry’s black ships first sailed into Naha Port on the west of the island in 1853, Okinawa was a semi-independent country that paid tribute to both China and Japan. Ryukyuan kings had ruled the surrounding islands from their capital at Shuri Castle, to the east of Naha, since the early fifteenth century. But after the entire Ryukyu archipelago was annexed by Japan in 1879, and the monarchy abolished, the Okinawan people became fully integrated into the Japanese governmental, economic and cultural structure. With a similar racial heritage to the Japanese, and resembling them in looks and physique, the Okinawan stock and culture have also been heavily influenced by the Chinese. In 1945 they spoke Luchan, not Japanese, and their predominant religion was an animistic cult that worshipped fire and the hearth, and venerated ancestors.

			Most of the 435,000 inhabitants were poor – subsisting on small-scale agriculture and fishing – and much of the useable land in the bottom third of the island was cut into small fields and planted with sugar cane, sweet potatoes, rice and soy beans. This was because northern Okinawa, the two-thirds of the island above the Ishikawa Isthmus, is rugged and mountainous, with a central spine of 1,000 feet or more running the length of the region. Descending from both sides of this ridge are terraces dissected by ravines and watercourses, and ending at the coast in steep cliffs. A similar terrain is found on the Motobu Peninsula, jutting out to the west, where two mountain tracts are separated by a central valley. Covering the whole of this northern area in 1945 were pine forests and dense undergrowth, with only a few poor roads clinging to the western coast.

			South of Ishikawa, on the other hand, is a more benign landscape of rolling hills, ravines and escarpments. It contained three-quarters of the population, four airfields and the large towns of Naha, Shuri, Itoman and Yonabaru. Generally aligned east to west, the hills provided a series of natural lines of defence. There were more roads in the south, but mostly country lanes unsuitable for motorised traffic. Drainage was poor, and heavy rains would quickly turn the deep, claylike mud into a quagmire.

			The obvious place for a landing was the 9,000-yard stretch of the western coastline, a little south of Ishikawa, known as the Hagushi beaches. Divided by the Bishi River, the beaches ranged from a hundred to 900 yards in length and from ten to forty-five yards in width at low tide. Composed of coral sand, they mostly had at least one exit road and were flanked by a low coastal plain which was dominated by rolling hills. The plain was also the site of two of the island’s four main airfields: Yontan, north of the Bishi, and Kadena to the south.

			American estimates of enemy troop strength on Okinawa grew slightly from 48,600 in October 1944 to 65,000 in March 1945. They correctly identified the main infantry formations – the 24th and 62nd Divisions, and the 44th Independent Mixed Brigade – as well as a regiment of tanks and large numbers of heavy artillery pieces and anti-tank guns. These forces were grouped, according to aerial photos, in at least three main areas of defence: Naha, the Hagushi beaches and the Yonabaru–Nakagusuku Bay area on the lower east coast. It was assumed, in the event of the landings being successful, that the main line of enemy resistance would be across the narrow waist of land south of Hagushi.11

			Operation Iceberg’s initial landing plan – known as Plan Fox – was to disembark troops at Hagushi on the west coast where, as Oliver Smith explained, ‘a very limited advance would put in our hands the Yontan and Kadena airfields’. The plan included the capture of the island of Keise Shima, just off the west coast of Okinawa, prior to Love Day to allow the citing of heavy artillery to support the main landings. Eight infantry divisions* were assigned to the operation: the XXIV Corps of the US Army (7th, 27th and 96th Divisions); the III Amphibious Corps of the US Marine Corps (1st, 2nd and 6th Marine Divisions); and two extra US Army divisions, the 77th and 81st, in floating reserve. When support units were added, this brought the landing-force strength up to 183,000. Buckner wanted an additional 70,000 service troops. He was refused on the grounds that the troops were not available and, even if they had been, both the shipping and beach capacity were inadequate.12

			On 1 November 1944, Plan Fox and an ‘alternate plan’ to land on the south-east coast of Okinawa were presented to Vice Admiral Kelly Turner, commanding the amphibious task force and Buckner’s immediate superior. Described by one colleague as ‘pig-headed and determined’, Turner was a talented naval officer but not easy to get along with. Born in Portland, Oregon in 1885, the son of a rancher and sometime printer, he had graduated fifth from the US Naval Academy class of 1908. His varied postings since then included battleships in the First World War, naval aviation in the 1920s and the War Plans Division from 1940 to December 1941, where, as director, he said it was ‘probable’ Japan’s next act of aggression would lead to war with the United States (the statement was appropriated by President Roosevelt who substituted ‘possible’ for ‘probable’). Turner then blotted his copybook by failing to pass on to Admiral Kimmel, the naval commander at Pearl Harbor, intercepted Japanese communications that pointed strongly to an imminent attack on the Pacific Fleet’s base at Pearl Harbor. Kimmel later claimed that had he known, he would have maintained a much higher level of alert and the fleet would not have been taken by surprise† on 7 December 1941.13

			Since then, Turner had led a string of successful amphibious assaults in the Pacific, including Guadalcanal, the Russell Islands, Tarawa and Makin, the Marshall Islands, Tinian, Guam and Saipan, and was Nimitz’s first choice to do the same for Okinawa. A ferocious worker who would not suffer fools gladly, Turner was known to chew out his subordinates. Which is why, when Buckner’s staff told him on 1 November 1944 they had no confidence in the alternative plan, and were presenting it only because they thought there should be one, he loudly disagreed. From the navy’s perspective the alternative was preferable because the approach was through open sea, whereas Plan Fox meant sailing through the Kerama Islands just west of Okinawa. Even with these islands in our hands, said Turner, the navigational aspects of the approach would be more difficult, and the weather conditions harder to predict. He therefore requested a reconsideration of the east coast landing and a possible feint at Hagushi. Despite Turner’s request, wrote Oliver Smith, ‘the Plan Fox Estimate was distributed to all hands on November 5th’.14

			Love Day was delayed twice during the next month: from 1 March to 15 March, and then to 1 April, the final date. This was partly down to weather concerns, and partly the availability of shipping. Admiral Turner, meanwhile, came round to Plan Fox after he requested an in-depth study that described the Hagushi beaches as the ‘best’ in Southern Okinawa ‘for the purpose’. His proviso was that, in addition to Keise Shima, the Kerama Islands were also seized seven or eight days prior to Love Day ‘to provide a much needed protected anchorage where supporting ships could be refueled and rearmed and thus assure uninterrupted support of the landing’.15 This, of course, meant the allocation of part of an infantry division, the 77th, to take the Keramas, a diversion of resources that Buckner opposed, but could do nothing about. Turner ‘scattered too much’, he noted in his diary. ‘I prefer greater concentration on the main objective.’16

			For the assault phase of the operation, Buckner would be known as Commanding General, Expeditionary Troops, or CTF 56. His immediate superior was Vice Admiral Turner, commanding Joint Expeditionary Force 51, who in turn reported to Admiral Raymond A. Spruance, commanding the US 5th Fleet (CTF 50), the victor of two of the most significant naval battles of the war, Midway and the Philippine Sea, whose calmness in moments of crisis had earned him the nickname ‘Electric Brain’. A small, trim man of simple tastes – he liked classical music and hot chocolate in the morning – Spruance was surprisingly modest, putting his success down ‘largely to the fact that I am a good judge of men. I am lazy, and have never done things myself that I could get someone to do for me.’17

			With the chain of command settled, and his assault plans well in hand, Buckner saw in the New Year of 1945 in characteristic fashion by accompanying a young woman to a party given by her aunt, an artist who lived in a house on the valley road ‘built over a pool with a 10-ft waterfall’. The quality of the paintings on display was, according to Buckner, mixed: ‘Many good and some bad.’18

			His deputy Oliver Smith had more serious concerns. First, how not to alienate Buckner over the issue of who would present the Legion of Merit that Smith had been awarded for outstanding service at Peleliu. As the award had been forwarded via the Tenth Army, Buckner would normally have done the presentation. But Smith thought it more appropriate to receive it from General Holland Smith, Buckner’s hated rival, because he had signed the citation. Luckily Brigadier General Schick agreed with Smith, and the medal was duly awarded by the Marine general at the Fleet Marine Force HQ on 1 January.19

			It was also around now that Smith became aware of a seemingly minor decision of Buckner’s that would have, in time, the gravest consequences: his plan for all Tenth Army general officers to wear a metal star on their combat helmets. Smith heard about it from Major Frank Hubbard, Buckner’s recently appointed aide, who came to take his order. ‘I told him’, wrote Smith, ‘that in the type of warfare encountered in the Pacific, it had been found advisable for generals to hide their identity if they valued their skins … There were always hidden Japanese snipers to fire on persons carrying field glasses or other equipment identifying them as officers.’

			According to Smith, a ‘compromise was finally reached by which the helmet was untouched, but small white stars were painted on the liner; this on the theory that the helmet without the liner would be worn only in the rear areas’. That may have been true for Buckner’s subordinates; but the general himself would insist on going through the campaign wearing a liner-less helmet with three distinctive metal stars.20

				
					* Both army and Marine divisions were based on a triangular structure of three infantry regiments, nine battalions (three per regiment), twenty-seven companies (three per battalion), eighty-one platoons (three per company) and 243 squads (three per platoon). They also included support units of artillery, engineers, armour, pioneers and service troops. Marine divisions numbered around 26,000 men; army divisions about 2,000 men fewer.

				

				
					† The aerial attack by carrier-borne Japanese planes sank four US Navy battleships and badly damaged another three; fortunately the US Pacific Fleet’s aircraft carriers were not at Pearl Harbor and escaped. A day later, shortly before America declared war on Japan, President Roosevelt condemned the unprovoked attack in Congress as ‘a day that will live in infamy’.

				

		

		
			3

			‘Everybody go home!’

			10 October 1944 was ‘a beautiful day with soft rays of sunshine’, remembered 13-year-old Yoshiko Sakumoto. ‘I never dreamed that such a bucolic town as Naha would be raided from the air without warning.’ She was on her way to school with her brother, and had just reached Tomari Bridge, when she saw about twenty people, including several Japanese soldiers, looking towards Naha Port. They were watching three or four low-flying planes approach the port and drop some black objects. ‘With booming explosions,’ wrote Yoshiko, ‘black smoke and flames soared high into the sky. Then gasoline tanks at Naha Port blew up one after the other.’

			Thinking it must be an air-raid exercise, some of the bystanders seemed confused. ‘It’s unthinkable’, said one, ‘to practise with real bombs.’ But the soldiers knew the truth. ‘Everybody go home!’ they yelled. Yoshiko did as she was told, pulling her brother along with her.

			Born in a modest house in Naha’s port area of Tomari, the daughter of a shipbuilder and a maker of panama hats, Yoshiko Sakumoto had experienced a typical Okinawan childhood: celebrating the many festivals with sweet dumplings, playing with bouncy rubber balls decorated with painted flowers, and having her hands tattooed at the age of eight, as local custom decreed. But by then she had experienced the grief of losing two siblings: a younger sister to encephalitis, and a brother who drowned in the sea.

			The gloom was lifted five years later by the birth of another brother, Kōkichi, making three children in all. ‘I was 11,’ wrote Yoshiko, ‘and my younger brother, Kōzen, was 6. With the youngest boy, Kōkichi, we three grew rapidly and stayed healthy.’ Their diet included rice, sweet potatoes, fresh fish, vegetables, seaweed, and, for special occasions, fish cakes, meat and eggs. ‘Our eating habits were simple, but everybody had enough to eat … Neighbours were thoughtful, warm, generous and forgiving. The island was small, but the islanders’ hearts were many times bigger.’

			Even before the war began, Japanese culture was making inroads into Okinawan life. Expected to speak Japanese at school, children were forced to wear punishment placards if they slipped into local dialect. Yoshiko’s mother and neighbours tried to hold back the tide by wearing traditional Ryukyuan kimonos and conversing in Okinawan. But her children could not help being caught up in the excitement of Japan’s military victories. On hearing of the Japanese navy’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, Yoshiko felt ‘very proud’ and ‘admired the brave Japanese soldiers’. Until that point, she noted, ‘Japan had never experienced defeat and we had a feeling of superiority … People were intoxicated as if at a festival.’ By the start of 1942 she was ‘burning with patriotism’ and pledged she would do her ‘utmost for the nation’.

			But as the tide of war turned against Japan in June 1942, with defeat at the naval battle of Midway (the first of many at American hands), and rationing was introduced, her ardour began to cool. By the summer of 1944, with the war creeping ever closer, Okinawan housewives had been herded into ‘Japanese Imperial Women’s Defense Associations’, and everyone, bar young children and the elderly, was put to work constructing tunnels and fortifications. As a middle-school student, Yoshiko was sent to build air-raid shelters and artillery emplacements at nearby Oroku and Urasoe. ‘Soldiers dug with picks’, she wrote, ‘and put the dirt into small baskets. The first girl in a line handed each basket to the next girl, and then to the next.’ It was back-breaking work, and the girls’ soft hands quickly ‘became as coarse as those of construction workers’. When the soldiers signalled a break, they sat under pine trees and ‘licked small pieces of seaweed and cubed black sugar’.1

			To reduce the size of the population on Okinawa, and therefore its pressure on ‘precious foodstuffs’, civilians were encouraged to evacuate to the home islands. More than 80,000 were moved to Kyushu, mostly in 1944, on ‘munitions vessels that were otherwise returning to Japan empty’. The evacuees included Tsuru Uezato, the 18-year-old daughter of a family who lived near the Sakumotos, and who was like a sister to Yoshiko. Two days before her departure, Tsuru asked Yoshiko to spend the afternoon with her. As they lay side by side on a futon, talking, Yoshiko thought she saw a figure appear in the doorway, with water dripping from her hair. ‘I was so scared,’ she wrote, ‘I thought I would faint, and I screamed … They looked under
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