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Frontpiece 
 

 
 
The invasion map of Iwo Jima, prepared in February 1945.  The purple circles are anchorages for supporting 

vessels, such as amphibious assault ships (smaller circles) and warships rendering gunfire support (larger 

circles). Iwo Jima has a land area of just under eight square miles and supported two Japanese airfields.  Iwo is 

one of 30 Japanese islands making up the Bonin volcanic archipelago, which extend in a southerly alignment 

about 650 miles from Tokyo.  The highest point is the volcanic cinder cone of Mt. Surabachi at the islandôs 

southwestern tip, which rises 528 feet above the sea.  After the fall of the Marianna Islands in mid-1944, the 

uninhabited island was occupied by Japanese military forces, who spent months honeycombing the island with a 

network of underground bunkers and concealed artillery positions, interconnected by 11 miles of tunnels. Iwo 

Jima was also the only battle of the Second World War where the overall American casualties exceeded those of 

the Japanese. 
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Justification for attacking Iwo Jima 
 

The tiny volcanic island of Iwo Jima lies a little over 650 miles southeast of 

Japan, about halfway between Tokyo and the American airfields on Guam, Saipan and 

Tinian in the Mariana Islands.  Prior to World War II, the largest island, Guam, was a 

U.S. protectorate, and the Navy had a communications station there.  Nearby Saipan and 

Tinian were Japanese colonies (as were Korea and Taiwan).  American forces invaded 

the Marianas in mid 1944 and immediately began construction of what came to be the 

worldôs largest aerodrome for the Boeing B-29 Superfortress bombers of the U.S. 20th 

Air Force.  The B-29s had previously been stationed in mainland China, but supplying 

them with adequate fuel was a logistic nightmare.  The Marianas were seized to stage 

airborne strategic bombing of the Japanese homeland, about 1,500 miles distant.  The B-

29 was the only aircraft then in existence which had pressurized cabins, a cruising 

altitude of 28,000 feet, and could deliver bombs to targets with a 3,000+ miles roundtrip.  

In the fall of 1944 B-29s began flying bombing missions to the Japanese home islands. 

 

 
 

The Boeing B-29 Superfortress represented a quantum leap in technology over other combat aircraft in the 

Second World War, and was the only aircraft capable of delivering an atomic weapon from any meaningful 

distance when the war ended.   

 

The B-29 was a quantum leap in technology for its time, weighing 140,000 

pounds, carrying 16,000 pound bomb load, with a combat radius of 2,050 miles.  It was 

powered by the worldôs largest reciprocating engines, Wright R-3350 Cyclones.  Two 

radial rings of nine cylinders each displaced a total of 3,350 cubic inches per engine and 

weighed 2,800 pounds.  The B-29 was powered by four of these behemoths, which 

consumed 6,988 gallons of high octane aviation fuel (or 9,548 gallons using ferry tanks in 

one of the bomb bays) .  The engines were plagued by teething problems and tended to 

catch fire, causing a 35% failure rate during 1944. More B-29s were lost to engine failure 

than to enemy action. During late 1944 more than 2000 design changes were made to the 

troubled engines, 500 of which required retooling.   

 By early 1945 the teething problems of the Wright Cyclone engines were being 

worked out and the Americans were assembling massive raids on Japan, with 300 to 900 



4 

 

B-29s per raid.  For the airmen flying the 12 to 16 hour missions, there was nowhere 

between their home bases and Japan to drop down and land, should the slightest of 

problems arise. Air-sea rescue operations were being overtaxed covering the 1,500+ mile 

distance between Tokyo and Guam/Saipan/Tinian. 

  

 
 
The massive Wright 3350 Cyclone engines that powered the B-29 bomber represented the zenith of 1940s piston 

engine technology. Each engine weighed 2,800 pounds and employed 18 cylinders, displacing 3,350 cubic inches.  

The B-29 consumed about four times as much fuel as a B-17 or B-24 bomber.    

 

Only one island in Bonin Islands chain was capable of supporting an all-weather 

airfield lay in the bomberôs path: Iwo Jima.  American planners decided to seize the 

island to build an outsized airfield capable of accepting damaged B-29s, and serve as a 

home field for protective fighter aircraft, which, using drop tanks, could escort the 

bombers over Japan. The capture of Iwo Jima would eliminate these problems and 

provide a staging airfield for the eventual invasion of the Japanese mainland.  

 

The Marines land on Iwo Jima 
 

For months preceding the American landings the Japanese were busy excavating a 

complex defensive scheme, which revolved around an interconnected array of tunnels 

and bunkers.  Their plan was to allow the Americans to overrun their entrenchments, and 

employ ñreverse slope defense,ò a radical departure from their previous defensive tactics.  

The attack commenced at dawn on February 19, 1945, with units of the 3
rd

, 4
th
 and 5

th
 

Marine Divisions landing, under the overall command of Marine Lt. General Holland 

Smith.  No one imagined that it would evolve into the costliest battle in the history of the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Downfall


5 

 

Marine Corps.  The first day the Marines landed on a linear strand of beach on the 

islandôs southeast side, below Mt. Surabachi. Unlike previous American invasions in the 

Pacific, our attack would not be a surprise.  It was preceded by 10 weeks of round-the-

clock bombardment by aircraft and three days of intense shelling by the Navy. The 

Marines had requested 13 days of pre-invasion bombardment by the Navy, but this was 

denied because of MacArthurôs continuing need for shore bombardment in his Philippine 

campaign, which was going slower than hoped.      

 The American plan assumed that such a devastating softening-up of the Japanese 

positions would cripple their defensive network and injure enemy morale to the point of 

despondency, because would feel their cause was hopeless against such overwhelming 

odds. Intelligence sources were confident that Iwo Jima would fall to the Americans 

within three to seven days, employing a superior force of 27,000 Marines against the 

Japanese garrison guessed to be around 7,000.  In actuality, the Japanese defense was 

comprised of 22,000 soldiers, all of whom were well concealed. The Americans believed 

that casualties would be heavy, with as many as 2500 killed and possibly 9500 wounded.  

Elements of the 3
rd

 Marine Division were initially held in reserve, in case the Japanese 

succeeded in reinforcing their garrison.  It was a colossal intelligence gaffe, based solely 

on aerial photo interpretation and radio communications intelligence.          

 What the Americans didnôt appreciate was that the entirety of the volcanic 

archipelago had been honeycombed with hardened underground entrenchments, which 

easily survived the 10 weeks of near constant bombardment.  Within this maze of 

bunkers and tunnels the Japanese had safely ensconced their artillery and mortar pieces, 

which could be rolled to specially camouflaged firing ports when the need arose.  Their 

artillery spotters were hidden in the heights with detailed maps which allowed them to 

call in accurate artillery fire.  

  

 
      
Marine riflemen under fire, hunkered down.  Most of the 60,000 Marines who fought on Iwo Jima never saw the 

Japanese soldiers they were fighting, because they concealed themselves below ground, and only ventured out of 

their redoubts when it was to their advantage, usually after dark.   
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    The initial Japanese defensive strategy centered on the high backshore cliff in soft 

volcanic cider and pumice, immediately behind the landing beaches. They realized that 

fully-laden landings troops would have a difficult time ascending this steep slope, so they 

developed a plan that would encourage the Marines to crowd the beachhead before 

calling down artillery fire on them.   

 When the Marines landed they met no resistance on the beaches.  The beachhead 

became clogged along the backshore as the supporting vehicles found it difficult to 

ascend the mushy cliffs. The few natural breaks in slope (ravines) soon became 

bottlenecked with burning tanks and Amtracs, which fell victim to an array of antitank 

mines. The Americans waited for a Japanese counter-attack that never materialized.  At 

9:15 AM the Japanese opened up with a furious mortar barrage, which caught the 

Marines milling about with nowhere to hide.  This resulted in American casualties of 

2,400 men the first day. The plan for taking Iwo Jima in three days seemed to be 

evaporating before everyoneôs eyes.  

  One of the Marineôs greatest heroes was Gunnery Sergeant John Basilone, who 

had received the Medal of Honor for heroically resisting repeated Japanese attacks on 

Guadalcanal in October 1942.  After numerous war bond tours and marriage to a female 

Marine sergeant, Basilone requested to be returned to combat, and eventually found 

himself leading a group form Charlie Company, 1
st
 Battalion of the 27

th
 Marines in the 5

th
 

Marine Division, who were in the vanguard of the force that landed on Red Beach II on 

the day of the invasion.   

    

  
 
Gunnery Sergeant John Basilone was one of the first Marines awarded the Medal of Honor during the Pacific 

War, after commanding a 15-man machine gun battery that held off 3,000 Japanese attackers on Guadalcanal in 

October 1942 (he was one of only three survivors).  He was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross for gallantry 

in leading his troops off Red Beach on the first day of the Iwo Jima operations.    

 

Basilone soon found his unit hopelessly pinned down, with the fire coming from 

hardened concrete blockhouses that were well concealed. Basilone outflanked the 

Japanese positions, working his way up on top of the first blockhouse, where he used a 

satchel charge and hand grenades to destroy the important strongpoint and the 50-odd 

soldiers occupying it.  He then led his troops towards Airfield No. 1, where they came to 

the aid of a Marine tank trapped in a minefield, under intense attack.  After guiding the 
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tank to safety, Basilone was mortally wounded by mortar rounds aimed at the tank he 

saved.  He was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross, the highest decoration for bravery 

that the Navy Department can award.  The Medal of Honor is bestowed by the President 

in the name of Congress on members of the United States Armed Forces who 

ñdistinguish themselves through conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his or 

her life above and beyond the call of duty while engaged in an action against an enemy of 

the United States.ñ Basilone was the only Marine to ever receive the Navy Cross and the 

Medal of Honor for separate events. Every Marine Corps base or camp in the world has 

at least one street named after Gunnery Sergeant John Basilone.  

  

Raising of the flag on Mt. Surabachi 
 

At the southern tip of the island was Mt. Suribachi, the volcano responsible for 

Iwo Jima, rising 528 vertical feet above the ocean. Surabachi afforded a commanding 

view of the American beachhead for Japanese artillery spotters, who called in fire on 

troop or equipment concentrations with devastating effect. It soon became apparent that 

Mt. Surabachi had to be neutralized or the Marines would never take the island. On the 

morning of D+5 (February 24
th
) the attack on Surabachi commenced.  The easiest way up 

the volcano was along its northeast flank, and in the early morning hours this task fell 

upon Easy Company, 2
nd

 Battalion of the 28
th
 Marine Regiment, 5

th
 Marine Division. The 

Companyôs executive officer was First Lieutenant Harold G. Schrier.  He was given a 

small American flag to place on the summit by the battalion commander, Lt. Colonel 

Chandler W. Johnson (killed on March 2
nd

).  Neither man imagined the history which 

would soon be made. 

 

 
 
Marines tending to their wounded a short distance above the congested landing beach, with Mt. Surabachi 

looming in the background.  Japanese artillery spotters on Surabachiôs slopes were able to call in accurate 

artillery an d mortar fire on the beleaguered Marines. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Armed_Forces
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Easy Companyôs ascent of the crater was difficult, mostly on hands and knees, 

crawling. The Japanese did not offer stiff resistance until the Marines reached the crest of 

the crater, around 10 AM.  These defenders had to be flushed out of their bunkers, which 

took 15 to 18 minutes. Members of Schrierôs patrol found a discarded pipe and attached 

the American flag to it, raising it at 10:20.  This first raising was documented by 

Leatherneck magazine photographer, Sergeant Lou Lowery.  A few minutes later an 

enraged Japanese officer emerged from his dugout and tried to cut down the flag with his 

Samurai sword, only to be shot down within a few yards of the flag.    

 The appearance of the American flag atop Suribachiôs barren summit was a 

tremendous morale booster to the troops. At the moment the flag appeared, a landing 

craft carrying General Smith and Navy Secretary James Forrestal was coming ashore to 

inspect the stalled beachhead. The unexpected sight of the small American flag on the 

peak amidst the gunfire and smoke caused great emotions to flow.  Forrestal summed up 

his thoughts by stating: ñthe raising of the flag on Suribachi means a Marine Corps for 

the next 500 years.ò  Like Washington Crossing the Delaware, it was soon to become an 

immortal image of American history. 

Within the hour more Marines began moving up Surabachiôs slope, one of whom 

was given a larger 4 x 8 foot flag that had been rushed ashore from one of the landing 

ships who witnessed the first flag raising, LST-779.  As these soldiers moved up the 

slope they were accompanied by three photographers.   

 

 
 

This image by Leatherneck magazine photographer Lou Lowery shows the first flag planted atop Mt. Surabachi 

around 10 AM by members of Easy Company, 2nd Battalion, 28th Marines.  This flag measured 28 by 54 inches.  

Sergeant Henry O. Hansen is the soldier in the foreground, holding the M-1 carbine. Of the 40-man patrol led 

by First Lieutenant Harold G. Schrier that morning, thirty -six were killed or wounded in later fighting, 

including Sgt. Hansen and Lt. Schrier.   
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Left - A less known image shot by Joe Rosenthal shows other Marines lowering the smaller flag while the larger, 

more famous one was being anchored in place (in the background). Right ï Joe Rosenthal on the summit of Mt. 

Surabachi a few days later, after the famous image had appeared in thousands of newspapers.    

 

When this second group gained the summit each photographer shot images of the 

smaller flag placed by Easy Company, including a near-sighted Associated Press 

photographer from San Francisco named Joe Rosenthal, who was 33 at the time. As 

Rosenthal scrambled up the steep slope with the team carrying the ñsecond flag,ò Sgt. 

Lowery was on his way down.  He informed Rosenthal that he had already taken photos 

of the American flag being raised.  Undeterred, the diminutive Rosenthal (he was only 5ô-

4ò tall) trudged on.   

The larger flag was attached to a longer piece of pipe, and the smaller flag pole 

was lowered (see photo above). Rosenthal busied himself stacking rocks to build a 

makeshift pedestal, so he could position himself to photograph the second flag raising 

from a near-equal elevation. His poor eyesight prevented him form being able to 

accurately focus the camera, so he guessed the distance and dialed it into the lens of his 

Speed Graphic camera. Around 2 PM, five Marines and a Navy corpsman from Easy 

Company re-staged the original flag raising, with the larger flag and pole. This time 

newsreel cameras rolled and Rosenthal snapped a few images of the larger flag being 

raised.   

When his film was processed aboard ship that evening Rosenthal was as shocked 

as everyone else when one of the frames revealed a dramatic, action-filled photo that 

conveyed the spirit of triumph in a way that was almost ethereal.  In the ensuing days, the 

photo was carried on more newspaper front pages than any news photo in history up to 
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that point.  It stirred a sense of pride in Americans everywhere, who had been absorbed in 

the suffering appurtenant to a world conflict, which had impacted the lives of every 

American since the attack on Pearl Harbor.  The photo came to epitomize the gallantry of 

the American fighting man.   

 

 
 

The most famous photo of World War II was taken by Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal on Mt. 

Surabachiôs summit around 2 PM on February 24, 1945.   This was the second flag raising, using a larger 56 by 

96 inch American flag from LST 779. The image seemed to convey the teamwork and sacrifice of so many 

American soldiers, engaged in combat on three continents and across the Pacific.  The six men were Sgt 

Michael Strank, Cpl Harlon Block, PFC Franklin Sousley, PFC Rene Gagnon, PFC Ira Hayes, and 

PM2 John Bradley (a Navy corpsman).  Strank, Sousley, and Block were killed in the ensuing days.     

 

Acts of heroism 
 

While the men of Lieutenant Schrierôs Company were scaling the slopes of Mt. 

Surabachi, Corporal Hershel W. Williams of the Headquarters Company assigned to the 

1
st
 Battalion, 21

st
 Marines, of the 3

rd
 Marine Division was fighting for his life down 

below, battling a series of reinforced concrete pillboxes, and trying to open a lane for 

Marine tanks and infantry advancing across the island. Williams began by venturing 

forward alone, carrying a 70-lb flamethrower, covered only by four supporting riflemen. 

By probing into the Japanese lines, Williams gradually discerned the physical limitations 

of the enemy bunkerôs fields of fire, by noting the angles of their defensive fire from 

various positions. In this manner he was able to keep himself concealed just enough to 

avoid being mortally injured (countless Japanese bullets struck the flame thrower tanks 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Strank
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harlon_Block
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franklin_Sousley
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rene_Gagnon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ira_Hayes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Navy_Hospital_Corpsman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Bradley_%28Iwo_Jima%29
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strapped to his back during these encounters).  Williams slowly worked his way around 

the flanks of the first bunker and succeeded in neutralizing it using his flame thrower, 

followed up with a demolition charge he tossed into one of the gun ports.   

 

  
 
Left ï Fully loaded Marine flame throwers weighed 70 pounds, but proved to be the most effective weapons 

against a well entrenched enemy on Iwo Jima.  Right ï Corporal Hershel W. Williams receiving his Medal of 

Honor from President Harry S. Truman at The White House on October 5, 1945.   

 

Williams moved on to the next adjacent Japanese bunker, probing its ñblind 

spotsò and figuring out the most secure approach to get him close enough to use his flame 

thrower.  Much of this time he was out of sight of his supporting riflemen, who had to 

guess his position as well as they could, using suppressing fire to keep the Japanese 

inside their bunkers. After neutralizing several bunkers, Williams ran out of napalm in his 

flame thrower tanks and demolition charges, so was obliged to crawl back to the 

American lines to re-arm. He came back and re-armed himself several times during the 

more than four hours of continuous fighting.  During one probing reconnaissance behind 

an occupied bunker, he discovered the bunkerôs main ventilation pipe and was able to 

insert the nozzle of flame thrower down the pipe, killing its occupants.  At one point in 

his single-handed assault, about a dozen Japanese soldiers with fixed bayonets rushed 

him and Williams destroyed them with his flame thrower before they got a shot off at 

him. Williamsô cunning display of bravery, and his willingness to come back, re-arm, and 

re-enter the deadly fray, earned him the respect and admiration of his fellow Marines.  He 

continued fighting on Iwo Jima for another five weeks, and was wounded on March 6
th
, 

but returned to combat a short time later.  

Williamsô selfless actions were typical of the bravery exhibited by countless 

Marines on Iwo Jima, which resulted in 27 Medals of Honor being awarded for 

extraordinary heroism, more than any other battle of World War II.  Williams received 

the Medal of Honor by President Harry Truman at The White House on October 5, 1945.                  

 

 

 


