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Introduction


The Battle of Iwo Jima was the setting for some of the most brutal fighting of World War II, a conflict which was notable for its casualties, the determination of the Japanese to die rather than surrender to the Americans, and the dogged persistence of the American Marines.


The Americans needed Iwo Jima for its strategic location. The goal of the Battle of Iwo Jima, or Operation Detachment as it was designated in the American military, was to capture the whole island, which included three airfields still under Japanese control, so that the Americans would have a staging area from which attacks could be launched against the Japanese main islands. American B-29 Superfortresses were vulnerable to the fighter interceptors that the Japanese launched from the airstrips on Iwo Jima. The bombers based on the island were also a threat, as the 20th Air Force lost more of its B-29s to bomber raids set from Iwo Jima than from any of its long-range attacks on the Japanese homeland. Lacking an emergency landing or refueling field on the return route from Tokyo hindered American strategy. Take the island, get rid of the Japanese threat on the island, and use the island for American landings and refueling—that was the plan.


After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the United States went on to play a pivotal role in the titanic struggle to wrest occupied Europe from Nazi dominance. Yet it was the battle in the Pacific and the quest for revenge against the Empire of Japan that aroused the nation’s fury. Throughout the series of engagements, the Americans had pressed hard, causing the Japanese to lose men they could not replace. The invincible reputation the Japanese had forged in the earlier years had waned.


By 1944, the Japanese had been turned back from Burma and were isolated in the eastern sector. The Allies were clearly rising in power, and they intended to capitalize upon their prowess. By capturing Iwo Jima and destroying the Japanese merchant fleet, the Japanese mainland could not be supplied with food from the conquered land of Southeast Asia. Still, the Japanese had no intention of surrendering. It was foreign to their culture, and they did not regard the Americans as worthy adversaries. By the time the war reached Iwo Jima, the first time that the Empire of Japan was faced with combat on its home turf, the instructions for their troops were to fight to the death.


When the foes met at Iwo Jima for a 36-day contest of butchery and endurance, suspense was not a factor. The Americans were certain victors. They had the support of extensive naval artillery. The United States possessed a clear and decisive edge in weapons and troops, as well as supremacy of the skies, thanks to Navy and Marine aviators. There was no question that they would win. But no one could have imagined that victory would come at such a heavy price in Marine casualties.


The Japanese, on the other hand, could not retreat because there was no sanctuary to go to. They lacked reinforcements. Their supplies of food and provisions were low. They would not surrender despite the privations which the soldiers endured as supplies and men dwindled. They would inflict punishment on the invaders with every advantage that they could muster. The Japanese had fortified their positions on the island. They had 11 miles of tunnels with concealed bunkers and hidden artillery to strengthen their position, preparing to defend against the first American attack against the Japanese Home Islands. The Japanese knew that in order to protect their country, they had to punish the American invaders.


That punishment was delivered. Iwo Jima has the grim distinction of being the only major Pacific engagement of World War II in which American casualties outnumber the Japanese dead. The Americans suffered more than 26,000 casualties, including nearly 7,000 deaths. The Japanese suffered as well. At the start of the battle, Japan had around 21,000 soldiers on Iwo Jima. More than 17,000 Japanese troops died and several hundred were taken prisoner. Some of those prisoners were unconscious when they were captured. As many as 3,000 remaining Japanese troops kept up the resistance within the network of caves for days afterward, until they either died of their wounds or surrendered.


Although the combat deaths of the Japanese were three times the number of American deaths, Americans suffered more total casualties. With Iwo Jima, the Imperial Japanese Army made it quite clear that in order for the Americans to claim victory, they would shed blood in abundance. The “Meatgrinder” in the north and the extinct volcano called Mount Suribachi in the south would witness the most excruciating scenes of battle.


Although Iwo Jima was a military defeat for Japan, it set into motion decisions that would define the strategy of the Pacific war in the dwindling months of conflict. The Americans knew that they would have to fight for every bit of soil they were able to take from the Japanese. The Japanese ferocity and determination to save their homeland would ultimately bring terrible destruction to Japan when the Americans, bruised by Iwo Jima and scarred by Okinawa to come, realized that if they were to force Japan to surrender, they would need something more convincing than battle to do so.

