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The Marines raise the flag on Mount Suribachi
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Four Grumman Avenger torpedo-bombers unload their bombs in the area between Airfields Nos. 1 & 2. The cliffs of the Quarry overlooking the East Boat Basin can be seen in the foreground. (National Archives)


ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

As the final days of 1944 ebbed away the Japanese were facing defeat on all fronts. The heady days of conquest that had followed the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and the occupation of the Philippines, Singapore, Hong Kong, and the oil rich Dutch East Indies, were little more than a memory as they prepared to defend the homeland at the inner limits of their defensive perimeter.

After suffering staggering defeats at Midway, the Philippine Sea and Leyte Gulf, the Imperial Navy was impotent in the face of the massive US Task Forces that scoured the Pacific and accompanied every amphibious landing.

In the west, British and Commonwealth forces of the 14th Army had pushed the enemy back from the borders of India, and in bitter fighting in some of the worst jungle terrain in the world were driving the Japanese Army along the Irrawaddy River into central Burma.
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A flight of B29s head for North Field on Guam after returning from another fire raising attack on the Japanese mainland. (National Archives)
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In the Central Pacific, Gen MacArthur’s army had advanced through the Solomons and across New Guinea and by October, 1944, had invaded Leyte in the Philippines, redeeming his pledge that “I shall return.” Through the islands and atolls to the north, Adm Nimitz’s Marines swept onward in their “island hopping” campaign that had begun at Tarawa in 1943 and was to climax at Okinawa in 1945. Seizing only those islands that were essential for the support of further operations and bypassing and neutralizing the others, the Marines had by August, 1944, occupied the main islands of the Marianas – Guam, Saipan and Tinian.

The unique strategic location of Iwo Jima, midway along the B29 Superfortress route from the Marianas to Tokyo, made it imperative that the island should come under American control. Prior to the occupation of Saipan, Tinian and Guam, the B29s had been limited to carrying out raids on southern Japan from bases in central China. With the problem of transporting all of their fuel by air over thousands of miles of inhospitable country and the limitations of small bomb loads, the attacks had little impact. But now, with the construction of five huge airfields 1,500 miles from the Japanese mainland, the way was open for the 20th Air Force to mount a massive campaign against the industrial heartland of Japan.
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The B29 Superfortress bomber was the most advanced aircraft of its day. With pressurized crew compartments, remote control gun turrets, a huge range and bomb load, it was able to reach the Japanese mainland with ease. Here, rows of brand new aircraft stand outside of the plant specially constructed for the B29 program at Wichita, Kansas. (Boeing Company Archives)
 
Initially the 20th Air Force had attempted to duplicate the technique which had been so successfully used by the 8th Air Force in their bombing campaign against Germany – daylight precision bombing. The experiment had failed largely because of unexpectedly high winds as the Superfortresses approached their targets at altitudes of 27,000–33,000ft in the jetstream. The Air Force commander, BrigGen Haywood Hansell, became increasingly frustrated and blamed his crews for the disappointing results; and by January, 1945, the chiefs in Washington had decided that Hansell had to go.

His replacement was Curtis LeMay, a brilliant technician who had previously been in command of the 3rd Division of the 8th Air Force in England. LeMay was to introduce a new term to the aircrews of the 20th Air Force – “area bombing.” Widely used by the RAF throughout the war, he proposed to firebomb the main cities of Japan at low level and by night in a dramatic reversal of Hansell’s earlier tactics. LeMay was aware that his career was on the line. He had not informed Gen Henry “Hap” Arnold, Commanding General of the Air Force, of this first low altitude raid: “If we go in low, at night, not in formation, I think we’ll surprise the Japs, at least for a short period. If it’s a failure and I don’t produce any results then he can fire me,” he said.

The only obstacle on the flight path was Iwo Jima. It housed two airfields with a third under construction, and a radar station that could give two hours warning of an impending raid. The Air Force desperately needed to eliminate the threat of fighter attacks from the Iwo airfields and to neutralize the radar station there. With the island under American control there would be the added bonuses of a refuge for crippled bombers, facilities for air-sea rescue flying boats, and more importantly, a base from which P51 Mustang long range fighters could escort the Superfortresses on the second leg of their long haul to Japan.
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Once their airfields became operational in the Mariana Islands, the B29 bombers began a relentless campaign against the Japanese mainland. Here, a group of B29s passes over one of Japan’s most famous landmarks, Mount Fujiyama, on their way to Tokyo. (National Archives)

At Iwo Jima the amphibious techniques which had been developed over the previous three years were to receive the supreme test as three Marine divisions pitted themselves against more than 21,000 deeply entrenched Japanese troops led by a brilliant and determined commander, LtGen Tadamichi Kuribayashi. “Do not plan for my return,” he was to inform his wife from Iwo Jima. Sadly his words would also be the epitaph for nearly 6,000 US Marines.

Lieutenant-General “Howlin’ Mad” Smith, Commander Fleet Marine Forces Pacific, called the battle: “The most savage and most costly battle in the history of the Marine Corps.” Smith had fronted every amphibious landing in the Central Pacific from Tarawa in 1943 to the Marianas in late 1944 and was eminently qualified to make such a judgment. As the battle reached its climax, Adm Chester Nimitz was to add his now famous phrase: “Among the Americans who fought on Iwo Jima, uncommon valor was a common virtue.”


OPPOSING COMMANDERS

AMERICAN

On October 3,1944, the joint Chiefs of Staff issued a directive to Adm CHESTER NIMITZ, Commander in Chief Pacific (CINCPAC) to occupy the island of Iwo Jima. As with previous amphibious landings in the Marine Corps “island hopping” campaign, he entrusted the planning and implementation of the assault, codenamed “Operation Detachment,” to his experienced trio of tacticians, Spruance, Turner, and Smith who had masterminded almost every operation since the initial landing at Tarawa in 1943.
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Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz was appointed Commander in Chief Pacific (CICPAC) after the Pearl Harbor debacle. A great organizer and leader, he was by the end of 1945 the commander of the largest military force ever, overseeing 21 admirals and generals, 6 Marine divisions, 5,000 aircraft, and the world’s largest navy. (US Navy)


Nimitz was a quiet somewhat introverted Texan who never lost a sea battle. President Roosevelt had been so impressed by him that he bypassed nearly thirty more senior admirals to appoint him CINCPAC after the removal of Adm Husband E. Kimmel following the debacle at Pearl Harbor. One of his greatest abilities was to resolve conflicts with other senior officers. However, his long running disputes with Gen Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander of all US Army units in the Pacific Theatre, were legendary. A man of striking contrasts, MacArthur was arrogant, conceited, egotistical, and flamboyant and yet a superb strategist with an amazing sense of where and when to strike the enemy to greatest advantage.

Nimitz and MacArthur disagreed throughout the war on the best way to defeat the Japanese, with MacArthur favoring a thrust through the Philippines and on to Formosa (Taiwan) and China. Nimitz stood by his “island hopping” theory – occupying those islands and atolls that were of strategic importance and bypassing those that had little military value or were unsuitable for amphibious landings.

Admiral RAYMOND A. SPRUANCE had been Nimitz’s right hand man since his outstanding performance at the Battle of Midway in June, 1942. His quiet unassuming manner concealed a razor sharp intellect and an ability to utilize the experience and knowledge of his staff to a remarkable degree. He would continue in the role of Operations Commander until the final battle of the Pacific War at Okinawa.

Admiral RICHMOND KELLY TURNER, the Joint Expeditionary Force Commander, was by contrast notorious for his short temper and foul mouth, but his amazing organization skills placed him in a unique position to mount the operation. Dovetailing the dozens of air strikes and shore bombardments, disembarking thousands of troops and landing them on the right beach in the right sequence was an awesome responsibility fraught with the seeds of potential disaster, but Turner had proved his ability time and time again.

Lieutenant-General HOLLAND M. SMITH, Commanding General Fleet Marine Force Pacific, “Howlin’ Mad” Smith to his Marines, was on the other hand nearing the end of his active career. His aggressive tactics and uncompromising attitude had made him many enemies. In America a powerful clique of publishing barons was running a vitriolic campaign against him in favor of Gen Douglas MacArthur, and his recent dismissal of the Army’s Gen Ralph Smith during the Saipan battle for “lack of aggressiveness” had not endeared him to the top brass in the Pentagon. At Iwo Jima he was content to keep a low profile in favor of MajGen Harry Schmidt, V Amphibious Corps Commander: “I think that they only asked me along in case anything happened to Harry Schmidt,” he was to say after the battle. 
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Admiral Raymond Spruance was selected by Adm “Bull” Halsey as his own replacement before the Battle of Midway when Halsey was forced into hospital with dermatitis. His outstanding qualities soon attracted the attention of Nimitz who retained him as his Operations Commander for the remainder of the war. (National Archives)
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The acknowledged master of amphibious warfare, Kelly Turner’s organizing skills were legendary. With the exception of Peleliu, he masterminded every landing in the Pacific from Guadalcanal to the final battle at Okinawa. (US Navy)
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Forty-three year old MajGen Graves B. Erskine had commanded the 3rd Division since they captured Guam. Tough on discipline, he was well respected by his men who nicknamed him “The Big E.” (Marine Corps Historical Collection)

The Iwo Jima landing would involve an unprecedented assembly of three Marine divisions: the 3rd, 4th and 5th. Heading the 3rd Division was MajGeneral GRAVES B. ERSKINE, at 47 a veteran of the battles of Belleau Wood, Chateau Thierry, and St Mihiel during World War I. Later he was the Chief of Staff to Holland Smith during the campaigns in the Aleutians, Gilbert Islands and the Marianas.
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Lieutenant-General Holland M. Smith, “Howlin’ Mad” to his Marines, was a volatile leader who did not suffer fools gladly. His dismissal of Army Gen Ralph Smith during the Saipan operation was to cause friction between the Army and the Marines for years. Seen here in two-toned helmet alongside Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal (with binoculars) and a group of Iwo Jima Marines. (National Archives)
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A World War I veteran, MajGen Clifton B. Cates was outstanding at Iwo Jima. He continued a distinguished career in the Marine Corps to become Commandant in 1948. (National Archives)
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Seeing action for the first time, the 5th Division was to be commanded by the conqueror of Roi-Namur, Saipan and Tinian, MajGen Keller E. Rockey, another World War I veteran. (National Archives)
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“The Dutchman,” MajGen Harry Schmidt, was to command V Amphibious Corps, the largest force the Marine Corps had ever put in the field. A veteran of numerous inter-war actions ranging from China to Nicaragua, he was 58 years old at the time of the battle. (US Marine Corps)

The 4th Division was also commanded by a World War I veteran, MajGen CLIFTON B. CATES, who had won the Navy Cross and two Silver Stars. At Guadalcanal in 1942 he had commanded the 4th Division’s 1st Regiment and at Tinian became the Divisional Commander. In 1948 he became the Commandant of the Marine Corps.

Major-General KELLER E. ROCKEY was another Navy Cross holder for gallantry at Chateau Thierry. He won a second Navy Cross for heroism in Nicaragua in the inter-war years and took command of the 5th Division in February, 1944. Iwo Jima was to be the Division’s first battle but it boasted a strong nucleus of veterans of the recently disbanded Raider Battalions and Marine Paratroopers.

Responsibility for preparing and executing Marine operations for “Detachment” fell to V Amphibious Corps Landing Force Commander MajGen HARRY SCHMIDT. A veteran of pre-war actions in China, the Philippines, Mexico, Cuba and Nicaragua and later the 4th Division commander during the Roi-Namur and Saipan invasions, he was 58 years old at Iwo Jima and would have the honour of fronting the largest Marine Corps force ever committed to a single battle.

JAPANESE

In May, LtGen TADAMICHI KURIBAYASHI had been summoned to the office of the Japanese Prime Minister, General Tojo, and told that he would be the commander of the garrison on Iwo Jima. Whether by accident or design the appointment proved to be a stroke of genius.

Kuribayashi, a samurai and long serving officer with 30 years distinguished service, had spent time in the United States as a deputy attaché and had proclaimed to his family: “the United States is the last country in the world that Japan should fight.” He looked upon his appointment as both a challenge and a death sentence. “Do not plan for my return,” he wrote to his wife shortly after his arrival on the island.

Kuribayashi succeeded in doing what no other Japanese commander in the Pacific could do – inflict more casualties on the US Marines than his own troops suffered. Fifty-four years old at the time of the battle and quite tall for a Japanese at 5ft 9ins, Radio Tokyo described him as having the “traditional pot belly of a Samurai warrior and the heart of a Tiger.”
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Along with Admiral Yamamoto, LtGen Tadamichi Kuribayashi must rank as Japan’s greatest military commander. His brilliant defense of Iwo Jima, in which he abandoned the traditional tactics of attempting to halt the enemy at the beach, succeeded in achieving his purpose of inflicting massive casualties on the invader. Even Holland Smith was to dub him: “Our most redoubtable adversary.” (Taro Kuribayashi)

Lieutenant-General Holland Smith in his memoirs was lavish in his praise for the commander’s ability: “His ground organization was far superior to any I had seen in France in WWI and observers say it excelled the German ground organization in WWII. The only way we could move was behind rolling artillery barrages that pulverized the area and then we went in and reduced each position with flamethrowers, grenades and demolition charges. Some of his mortar and rocket launchers were cleverly hidden. We learned about them the hard way, through sickeningly heavy casualties. Every cave, every pillbox, every bunker was an individual battle where Marines and Japanese fought hand to hand to the death.”
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Airfield No 1 and the
southern portion on Airfield No 2
had been secured by D+5, after very heavy
fighting and appalling casualties on both sides.
The way was now clear for the Construction Battalions,
the “Seabees”, to repair and extend the main runway of Airfield
No 1 to accommodate damaged B29 Superfortress bombers

returning from their fireraising raids on the Japanese mainland.

“This was surely one of the strangest battlefields in history, with one side fighting wholly above
ground and the other operating wholly within it,” wrote Iwo Jima veteran and author Richard Wheeler.
3rd Division fought savage battles north of Airfield No 2 to secure hills “Peter” and “Oboe” against enti
enemy positions riddled with caves, tunnels and spider-traps - covered pits in the ground.

For the attack to the north, Gen Schmidt consolidated the tanks of all three Divisions into one large gr:
LtCol William Collins. In what was virtually an Armored Regiment the Marines had gathered together th
Shermans in the Pacific zone.
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D+10 saw a massive assault on Hill 362A, which was preceded by a naval bombardment from
the battleship USS Nevada and the cruisers USS Pensacola and USS Indianapolis. The

1st and 2nd Battalions of the 28th Marines stormed to the summit, but the enemy had
withdrawn to Nishi Ridge 200yds (183m) to the north. The capture of Hill 362A broke the
deadlock on the west coast, opening the way for flame-thrower tanks to support the

move north.
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nemy strongpoints and Corsair and Dauntless fighters and bombers attacked with bombs and napalm
r over one hour. The pounding appeared to have little effect and only marginal progress was achieved.

of the 3rd Division zone all the high-ground north-east of Airfield No 3 had been seized by D+12 after
ighting, and Gen Erskine ordered the 9th Regiment to advance against Hill 357 in an attempt to reach
the north coast and split the enemy forces through the middle of the island.

By D+16 Marine casualties stood at 2777 dead and
8051 wounded and Gen Schmidt was a worried man. At
0500hrs the 3rd Battalion of the 9th Regiment,

3rd Division silently advanced towards Hill 362C - the last
obstacle between the Marines and the sea. The enemy
counter-attacked at 0530hrs, but the objective was
secured by 1400hrs after heavy fighting, and with

the coast only 800yds (732m) beyond the front
line there was an excellent prospect of splitting
the enemy down the middle.
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Hill 382 was surrounded by minefields and it fell to the infantryman to assault
the Hill with flamethrowers, satchel charges and grenades. One Platoon reached
the summit only to be surrounded when the Japanese mounted a counter-attack,
and the survivors had to be evacuated under cover of smoke. Day one in the
Meatgrinder was a complete stalemate - 100yds (91m) gained at the cost of
nearly 500 casualties.

The 23rd and 24th Marines of the 4th Division, some 3800 men, began
their assault on the Meatgrinder at 0800hrs on D+6. The customary naval
barrage and sorties by carrier based bombers and fighters preceded the
Marines, and Sherman tanks spearheaded the attack, but the terrain

proved to be so rough that they had to divert through the 3rd Division
lines and progress from the left flank: an ominous sign of the

growing limitations of tank support in the appalling conditions.

By D+12, the heaviest opposition was concentrated on
high ground north-east of the bypassed Hill 382, the
Minami area, and in the south, where the
Amphitheater and Turkey Knob were still in
enemy hands, despite six days of continuous
bombardment. Shermans of the 4th Tank
Battalion led the day’s assault, in which
units of the 23rd Marines neared the
blockhouse on top of Turkey Knob, but
were repulsed by machine-gun and
small arms fire.
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During the night of D+16, Japanese
troops moved into the Marine front line in
what was thought to be an attack on the right flank.
Many of the enemy infiltrated into Marine foxholes and hand
to hand fighting continued until dawn with 50 Japanese and
13 Marines dying in the melee. At 0502hrs a large caliber rocket fell into the
Command Post of the 2nd Battalion, 23rd Marines, wounding the Battalion

Commander and most of his senior staff and killing the communications officer.

The 1st and 3rd Battalions of the 25th Marines jumped off at 0800hrs on D+19 and encountered heavy
opposition to their front where the enemy had held out for two weeks. Bypassing pockets of
resistance, the Marines made contact east of Turkey Knob and the infamous salient in that area was
eliminated. Although bitter fighting would continue for six more days, it was evident that organized
resistance was now dying out.

During the period when the 4th Division was pitted against the Meatgrinder, they were engaged in head-
path from Charlie Dog Ridge past Hill 382, the Amphitheater, Turkey Knob, through the ruins of Minami \
coast. The right flank, the hinge, advanced only 1000yds (914m), while the rest of the Division, the door,
north-east, east and south-east to close and sweep trapped enemy forces towards the sea.
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Marines to replace the battered 24th and three Battalions
hings went well for the first 100yds (91m) before a wall of
e Amphitheater and Turkey Knob brought the advance to a

flank worked their way through a minefield and occupied
Il 382. On this day, Pfc Douglas Jacobson silenced sixteen
) 75 of the enemy and earning himself the Medal of Honor.

Moving out at dawn on D+12, Col Jordan’s 24th Marines renewed the battle for Hill 382,
while Col Wensinger’s 23rd tackled the complex of Turkey Knob, the Amphitheater and
Minami Village. Sherman tanks assigned to both units soon ground to a halt before an

impenetrable wall of boulders, and as infantry moved against Turkey Knob, fire from the huge
blockhouse on the summit stopped the advance in its tracks. The highlight of the day was
the neutralization of Hill 382, now surrounded and of little strategic value.
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Colonel Kenehiko Atsuchi had established a formidable The only route to the top of Mount Suribac

defense sector on Mount Suribachi. At the base a 2nd Battalion’s zone. At 0900hrs on D+4, (
network of cave defenses, mortar, artillery and from Companies D and F to reconnoiter su
machine-gun positions thwarted the advance of the forthcoming. A 40-man detachment follow
28th Marines for four days, while further up the reached at about 1015hrs, where a short f
volcano, numerous emplacements were to hamper the remaining defenders, who were soon over

Marines right up to February 23rd, when the flag was
raised on the summit.

By D+1, the 28th Marines had established a secure
line across the island and were supported by heavy
103mm (4.1in) artillery fire from the 13th Marines to
their rear. General Kuribayashi knew that severing
Mount Suribachi from the northern plateau had
done little to damage his overall defense system,
and had decided that the volcano should be a
semi-independent sector capable of continuing
the battle without his assistance.
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During the whole of the operation to secure Mount
Suribachi, the navy provided support with heavy
gunfire from battleships and cruisers, while
destroyers illuminated the area each night with
flares. When the weather permitted, the offshore
aircraft carriers dispatched Corsairs, Hellcats and
Avengers to bomb, strafe and napalm the
Japanese defenses.

D+2 saw the Marines surrounding the base of Mount Suribachi from coast to coast. In the west were
attalion, in the center the 3rd Battalion, and in the east the 2nd Battalion. Tanks did not participate in
rly phases of this assault because they were unable to refuel and rearm in time as their maintenance

section had not yet come ashore.
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Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal followed the 40-man detachment to the summit of Mount
ribachi, and found that a 54in x 28in (1.4m x 0.7m) flag had been raised at 1020hrs. While he was there

a second flag 8ft x 4ft 8in (2.4m x 1.4m) was being hoisted to replace the smaller one - his shot of this
event was to become the most famous and widely reproduced photograph of World War 2.

Heavy fighting was maintained on D+3 in the center of the regimental zone, where

3-28 forced it’s way to the base of Suribachi, while to the east and west patrols
from Companies G and E struggled over extremely rugged terrain to link up near
Tobiishi Point, completely encircling the volcano.

The Japanese attempted two infiltrations during the
night of February 21/22nd, but they were repulsed with
heavy losses. Marines from the 81mm (3.2in) Mortar
Platoon killed some 60 Japanese at the front of the
2-28 position during one of these attacks, and a further
28 were killed when they attempted to move
northward along the western beach.
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The 28th Marines landed at around 0935hrs and made a determined
advance towards the western coast, bypassing many Japanese positions
and leaving their wounded in the care of the Navy Corpsmen. Despite
appalling casualties, the western shore was reached by 1035hrs.

At 1039hrs, Gen Rockey ordered the 3rd Battalion, who had been held in
reserve, to land in support of the 1st and 2nd.
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