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Introduction


World War II was winding down by the spring of 1945, and it was obvious that the Allies would emerge the victors from the global conflict that had dominated the decade. However, no one was under the false impression that the last days of the global conflict would be easy, particularly in the Pacific.


The Americans had come a long way since the nation, emphatically isolationist as the nations of Europe were facing the rising threats of fascism and Nazism, was sent reeling by the surprise attack on its vulnerable naval base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Forced into war, the Americans gave it everything they had in their determination to win. They knew that, just as the Normandy invasion on D-Day in 1944 tested them as they prepared to invade Europe, the battle to defeat Japan in 1945 would take its toll on their forces.


Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich was in its death throes as the Allies, including the Soviet Red Army, had liberated much of Europe from Nazi domination and were getting ever closer to Berlin, where they would force Germany to agree to an unconditional surrender. This left Japan alone in its fight against the Allies. By spring of 1945, the Americans had battled their way across the Pacific Ocean, and they were gearing up for an invasion of the Japanese mainland.


One after the other, the Japanese Home Islands were falling to the Americans. Still, the fighting, particularly at the Battle of Iwo Jima, was nothing less than slaughter as 1945 brought a new reality to the Pacific campaign. In the fight at Iwo Jima, the American Marines endured casualties that struck approximately 33% of their forces, making it what some historians regard as the most intense battle of the Pacific theater.


The Americans knew that they could expect the same bloodbath in the campaign to overcome the Japanese forces defending Okinawa. Yet there was no other way to bring Japan to its knees. Japanese honor did not regard surrender as an option. The war was now on Japanese soil, but the Japanese refused to cede victory to the Americans. If they had to die to defend their homeland and their way of life, they were willing to do so. And they would make sure that as many Americans as possible died along with them.


Located approximately 350 miles south of the mainland of Japan, Okinawa boasted nearly 500 square miles of hills, trees, and dense foliage which made it an ideal defensive location for the Japanese Empire to make its final stand. By this time, Japan’s naval forces were diminished, and the lethal kamikaze pilots were its most devastating weapon. The airbases which the Japanese would use to launch their bombers and long-range escorts made it a strategic goal for the Americans, who knew that they had to secure those airbases if they were going to be able to invade mainland Japan and achieve victory.


The intention of the Americans was to subject Japan to a massive bombardment followed by what would be the largest amphibious landing that the Americans had yet launched during the Pacific campaign. The attacks by air and sea had begun in October of the previous year. From the air, Rear Admiral Marc Mitscher had directed operations in March 1945 which destroyed hundreds of Japanese aircraft. But even with that devastating tally, the Japanese were mounting brutally effective kamikaze attacks on the naval units of the Allies.


The Americans had notched some significant battles once they entered the war, but Okinawa, everyone knew, was the end of the voyage that had seen the Americans advance through the Central and South Pacific since mid-1942. Now, under the command of Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner, Jr. of the Tenth U.S. Army, the U.S. Pacific Fleet was engaged in the largest land command that had ever been assembled under the direct control of the Navy.


The American invasion force was under the command of Admiral Raymond Spruance of the Fifth Fleet. Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner’s Tenth Army was the land assault force, with command of the invasion force divided between Major General John R. Hodge and Major General Roy S. Geiger.


General Mitsuru Ushijima, with 130,000 men from his 32nd Army, was in charge of the Japanese garrison on Okinawa, with additional support provided by the 20,000 members of the Home Guard. They were battle-tested veterans. But so were the Americans, who had the advantage of having their numbers replenished by new troops arriving.


On April 1, 1945, two Marine and two Army divisions landed on Okinawa for the campaign that was named Operation Iceberg. They had some support from the British Navy. Facing the Allied forces were 155,000 Japanese air, naval, and ground troops. Approximately half a million civilians lived on the large island. It was not lost on the soldiers that the date was April Fool’s Day. But it was also Easter Sunday. Soldiers were free to decide for themselves which holiday was more relevant to the battle, which did not end until June 22. During that time, the Tenth Army, which was made up of Navy, Marine, and Infantry corps, attacked underwater and on land.

