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Prologue





The only course left is for Japan’s one hundred million people to sacrifice their lives by charging the enemy to make them lose the will to fight.


—IMPERIAL JAPANESE HEADQUARTERS WAR JOURNAL, 19451




WITH SIXTY-NINE PLANES AND TWENTY-SIX hundred crewmen, the USS Franklin had recently joined Admiral Marc Mitscher’s Fast Carrier Task Force, TF-58, in the Pacific Ocean waters between Okinawa and Japan to begin air operations against Japan on March 18.


The modern Essex-class carrier was launched in 1943, and in 1944 she participated in the Peleliu and Philippines campaigns. On October 30, near Leyte Gulf, a kamikaze crashed her flight deck. The Japanese plane’s 550-pound bomb exploded in a ready room, wiping out a battle-dressing station. Fifty-six men died. After repairs at the Puget Sound Naval Shipyard in Bremerton, Washington, Franklin returned to the Pacific.2


“Big Ben,” as her crewmen fondly called her, had a new skipper, Captain Leslie Gehres, and at Pearl Harbor, she acquired a new chaplain, the Reverend Joseph O’Callahan, a Catholic priest.


O’Callahan celebrated Mass for Franklin’s sailors on Saturday, March 17—Saint Patrick’s Day—giving general absolution to twelve hundred men. TF-58’s pilots and sailors would have no time for Mass on Sunday, when carrier planes would begin attacking airfields on Kyushu, Japan’s southernmost island.


The Fast Carrier Force’s objective was to neutralize the airfields in southern Kyushu that were the staging areas for enemy suicide planes, or kamikazes. This was vitally important, because on April 1, the Pacific war’s largest amphibious campaign, Operation Iceberg, would begin at Okinawa.


On schedule, March 18, hundreds of warplanes from TF-58’s seventeen carriers attacked Kyushu’s fifty-five airfields and their hangars and the shipyards on the Inland Sea with bombs, rockets, torpedoes, and machine-gun fire. They destroyed hangars and parked aircraft, pitted airstrips with bombs, and damaged seventeen Japanese ships in the Inland Sea, and at Kobe and Kure.


The Japanese deployed five submarines to sink the carriers, but US destroyers and dive-bombers, by now well schooled in hunting down subs, sank them all.


With better prospects for success, Admiral Matome Ugaki, commander of the 5th Air Fleet at Kyushu, dispatched 193 aircraft, including 69 suicide planes from his “Special Attack Unit,” on March 18. Ugaki’s pilots bombed the Enterprise, Intrepid, and Yorktown. Seven sailors died, but damage to the carriers was minimal and the ships were able to continue operations.3


The Japanese suicide squadrons were a desperate expedient adopted in October 1944, as Allied forces prepared to invade the Philippines, to address the yawning disparity between American and Japanese air and naval strength. In the ensuing months, the kamikazes had become a pillar of Japanese air strategy as other options had vanished in a blizzard of American bomb attacks. Conscripts now filled many of the cockpits because of the shrinking number of kamikaze volunteers.4


THE FAST CARRIER TASK FORCE was 55 miles from Kyushu at dawn on March 19 when Big Ben launched forty-five of her planes, while twenty-two other aircraft were being fueled on Franklin’s hangar deck. Mitscher’s task force had edged closer to Kyushu so that its squadrons of Hellcats, Corsairs, and Wildcats could more easily strike the enemy warships berthed beyond Kyushu at Kobe and Kure.


Franklin’s radar screens were free of bogeys at 7 a.m. when Captain Gehres scaled back her readiness level from General Quarters to Condition III, allowing his men to go to the mess hall for their first hot meal in three days. Within minutes, hundreds of hungry sailors were queued up on the hangar deck for breakfast, waiting to descend the ladder to the galley one deck below.


March 19 was the nineteenth birthday of Elden Rogers, a sailor who worked on the hangar deck. In a letter that he had written home three days earlier, he lamented his recent failure at Pearl Harbor to reconnect with friends. “I guess luck can’t be with me always,” he wrote. “So long for now. Don’t be worrying about me. Things are peaceful out here now.”5


At 7:08 a.m., without any warning, a dive-bomber displaying the Rising Sun “meatball” insignia flashed out of the base of a low cloud 1,000 yards ahead of Franklin and made a mast-level bombing run. In the blink of an eye, it released two 550-pound bombs and escaped before gunners could find its range.6


Both bombs crashed through the flight deck, exploding nearly simultaneously in the hangar space below. Fed by fuel vapor, a chain of explosions roared through the armed Avengers, Corsairs, and Hellcats on the hangar deck, rocking the ship. Idling Corsairs burst into flame, and their whirling propellers slashed adjacent planes and men. All but two of the more than five hundred men in the hangar deck area—crewmen either standing in line for breakfast or servicing planes—were instantly incinerated, among them Elden Rogers.7


“I saw guys flying through the air” from the explosions, said Seaman 1/c Ralph Packard, who was on the nearby destroyer Hunt. “I saw men running around on fire, just flaming torches.” Electrician Mate Al Cole watched sailors jump off the flight deck into the sea, “drowning right and left.”


On Franklin’s flight deck, Seaman 2/c George Sippel grabbed the arm of a man running in terror toward him, “hollering and screaming,” and the man’s arm came off in Sippel’s hand. “It was just like a turkey leg,” he said. “It was cooked right through.” Horrified, Sippel threw the arm overboard.8


The hangar deck was “just a mass of orange and white flames,” said Aviation Machinist’s Mate Glenn Davis. The ship burned so fiercely that steam rose from Franklin’s wake. Radioman George Black was shocked by what he saw when he reached the hangar deck. “There were several hundred bodies,” he said. “None of them were wearing clothing. It was just arms, legs, hands, heads, and what have you.” Firefighters groped through the choking smoke to play the fire hoses on the flames as pitch bubbled between the flight deck’s planks.9


Meanwhile, the high-pitched shriek of streaking 1,200-pound 11.75-inch “Tiny Tim” rockets that had been mounted on the wings of the burning planes added a dimension of terror to a scene of nearly indescribable carnage. The rockets flashed by in “great orange streaks a few feet over our heads,” wrote a Marine lieutenant. Franklin’s executive officer, Commander Joe Taylor, described it as “one of the most awful spectacles a human has ever been privileged to see.” Franklin lost power and her forward momentum slowed until she was dead in the water.10


THE NEW CHAPLAIN, FATHER O’CALLAHAN, a thirty-nine-year-old Irish-Catholic priest from Boston’s Roxbury district, had taught physics at Boston College and Holy Cross before becoming the first Jesuit to become a Navy chaplain; he was aboard the carrier Ranger during the North Africa landings in October 1942.


Upon awakening March 19, he remembered that it was the Feast of Saint Joseph—his namesake and the patron saint of a “happy death.” A short time later, as he was eating breakfast in the officers’ wardroom, he heard a loud “bang” and the sound of breaking glass. The officers dove under the table. O’Callahan told himself, “This is it.”11


In the inky blackness that engulfed Franklin’s lower decks with her power gone, the priest groped along a fire-blackened passageway to the junior aviators’ bunkroom, where corpsmen were treating injured pilots. O’Callahan administered viaticum, or last rites, to the dying; some of them perished in his arms.


Then, he led a group of men single file up a ladder to the flight deck, now a scarred slab covered with burned, mangled bodies. Spotting a pile of 5-inch shells glowing dangerously from the heat of the raging fires, the priest enlisted some sailors to help him hose them down, manning the nozzle himself. “He went right into the fires,” said Marine Tech Sergeant Ray Larson of VMF-452. Conspicuous in his helmet with a white cross, O’Callahan helped roll a blistering-hot live bomb out of a darkened gun turret and pushed it off the deck. He then trundled blackened corpses up ladders from belowdecks.


Commander Stephen Jurika, who was Franklin’s navigator and standing beside Captain Gehres on the bridge, was awed by O’Callahan’s actions. O’Callahan was “a soul-stirring sight,” he wrote. “He seemed to be everywhere… doing everything he could to save the ship.”


“I never saw a man so completely disregard the danger of being killed,” said Gehres, who recommended the priest for a Congressional Medal of Honor. O’Callahan received the award in January 1946, becoming the first Navy chaplain so honored.


Also awarded the Medal of Honor was Lieutenant Donald Gary, a Franklin engineering officer who led three hundred men to safety during three harrowing trips from a smoke-filled mess hall on Deck 3. Gary also organized a party that splashed through pitch-black passageways clogged with floating bodies to light a boiler and get the ship’s screws turning again so that she could be towed.12


Despite the towering flames, exploding ammunition, and billowing smoke, Captain Gehres and the 704 crewmen who were still aboard and able to perform their duties saved their ship. Eight hundred seven men died, 487 were wounded, and 1,000 others left the ship or were blown overboard.


By 11 a.m. Franklin was making 15 knots. She limped into Ulithi Atoll, the Navy’s major western Pacific staging and repair station, 360 miles southwest of Guam in the Caroline Islands.


A memorial service was held for the dead before Franklin embarked on an epic, 12,000-mile journey to New York. When Franklin stopped at Pearl Harbor, fifty Navy WAVES who had given Franklin her sendoff a month earlier burst into tears when they saw the mangled ship and her skeleton crew.* Franklin was the most heavily damaged US carrier to survive the war, and never saw combat again.13


TWO MINUTES AFTER FRANKLIN WAS hit, miles away another enemy dive-bomber swooped down on the carrier Wasp, cruising 52 miles off Shikoku Island east of Kyushu, and dropped a bomb on the flight deck. The Wasp had dispatched two-thirds of her planes on bombing missions against enemy airfields and shipyards. The bomb crashed through the flight deck and exploded in the galley, killing the cooks and mess attendants preparing breakfast.


Unlike Franklin’s sailors, Wasp’s crewmen had not yet queued up for breakfast, sparing her the staggering casualties sustained by Franklin; even so, Wasp reported 101 men killed or later succumbing to wounds, and 268 wounded—of a crew of about 2,500. Wasp’s crewmen were able to quickly control the fires that erupted, and within an hour she was landing planes. Wasp continued combat operations with TF-58 for the next few days before sailing to Ulithi. The stench of burned flesh permeated the ship for weeks as she continued on to Bremerton, Washington, for major repairs.14


WHEN TF-58’S FOUR DAYS OF March raids ended, the Fast Carrier Task Force was down five carriers—Franklin and Wasp, out of action for months or more; and Intrepid, Enterprise, and Randolph, all undergoing minor repairs at Ulithi. Randolph had been crashed at Ulithi on March 11 while riding at anchor.15


During the March raids, American pilots reported having destroyed 528 planes in the air and on the ground. While undoubtedly an inflated figure, US fliers had still dealt a major setback to the Japanese plan to disrupt the April 1 Okinawa landings with waves of warplanes. Many Japanese planes, men, and repair facilities, however, had escaped the American onslaught in hangars hidden inside hills adjacent to the airfields. Japan’s air fleets could still deliver a big punch.16


A MASSIVE AMERICAN INVASION FORCE was poised in the western Pacific to strike Okinawa, the largest of the 600-mile-long Ryukyu Islands chain that arced from Kyushu to Formosa. Okinawa was the Ryukyu capital, and the southernmost of Japan’s forty-seven prefectures.


For the first time, US forces would attempt to capture a populous Japanese home territory, inhabited by 450,000 civilians. Operation Iceberg would be a dress rehearsal for the dreaded future invasion of the Japanese homeland.


Okinawa’s capture would place US squadrons within 350 miles of Kyushu and establish a forward naval base for the amphibious assault on Japan. Bombing missions against Tokyo were currently staged from the Mariana Islands, and only the B-29 Superfortress possessed the fuel capacity for the 3,000-mile round-trip flights. From Okinawa, however, US medium bombers and even fighters and dive-bombers could easily strike Japan.17


The Japanese Thirty-Second Army on Okinawa fully anticipated an amphibious assault and was prepared to fight to the last man. A message from the commander of the Okinawa Area Special Naval Force that was intercepted on March 31 said, “There is no better time than today for giving one’s life for one’s country.” The Japanese had a name for this kind of battle: “Tennozan.” Mount Tennozan was where a 1582 battle between feudal lords had been fought.


Its name denoted a final showdown battle.18















CHAPTER 1



The Enemy’s Doorstep




The chips are down. No holds barred. It’s your wits, your training, your strength, your courage against the tough, tricky, resourceful little yellow bastards who were responsible for Pearl Harbor. They asked for it. Let’s give it to them.


—MARINE GENERAL ROY S. GEIGER, III AMPHIBIOUS CORPS COMMANDER, BEFORE L-DAY1




AFTER US FORCES CAPTURED SAIPAN, Tinian, and Guam in the Mariana Islands in mid-1944, the next objective became the Philippines, conquered by the Japanese in the spring of 1942. The Philippines were indispensable to Japan’s survival, commanding the sea routes over which rubber and petroleum flowed to Japan from Borneo and Sumatra, colonial subjects of Japan’s so-called Greater Asia Cooperation Sphere.


In October, with planning in the final phases for the invasion of Leyte in the Philippines by General Walter Krueger’s two-hundred-thousand-man Sixth Army, senior US military leaders were debating what would come next. Should American forces attack Luzon, the largest Philippine island and the seat of the capital, Manila—or invade Formosa?


General Douglas MacArthur, who had escaped from the Philippines in 1942 before it fell to the Japanese, pushed for Luzon. Admiral Ernest King, the chief of naval operations, favored Formosa. Weeks of debate culminated in the San Francisco Conference, September 29 to October 1, 1944, at the Navy’s Western Sea Frontier headquarters, attended by Admirals King, Chester Nimitz, and Raymond Spruance, and Army Generals Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr. and Millard Harmon. Nimitz, commander-in-chief of the Pacific Ocean Area Forces, endorsed Luzon, pointing out that nine divisions would be needed to invade Formosa—divisions that were unavailable until after the European war ended. Spruance, Harmon, and Buckner sided with Nimitz in preferring Luzon to Formosa, whose capture, Nimitz said, would come at a price of fifty thousand US casualties.


King argued that Formosa would make an ideal base for blockading Japan, but he later came around to Luzon, which would be quickly followed by two more operations—for a total of three campaigns in less than three months. After invading Luzon on December 20, Iwo Jima and Okinawa would follow, edging US forces ever nearer to Japan.


The Fifth Fleet would cover both of these campaigns, while the Seventh Fleet would support MacArthur in the Philippines.


Nimitz submitted a memorandum outlining the campaigns. It said that Iwo Jima, a volcanic speck in the Bonin Islands, would be assaulted first on January 20. Once the sulfurous volcanic island was captured, B-29s from Saipan could use it for emergency landings, and it would also serve as a base for their fighter escorts.


The memorandum said the third target would be Okinawa, 760 miles northwest of Iwo Jima in the Ryukyu or Nansei Shoto island chain, which dangled between southern Japan and Formosa like a necklace. Just 350 miles from Japan, Okinawa could be developed into the primary air and naval base for launching the invasion of Japan’s home islands, hosting 780 medium bombers and excellent fleet anchorages. Okinawa’s invasion date was tentatively scheduled for March 1, six weeks after the Iwo Jima landing.2


On October 2, Admiral King recommended to the Joint Chiefs of Staff the invasions of Luzon, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa, and the chiefs the next day ordered the operations to proceed. Once detailed planning began, the timetables for the campaigns were pushed back two to four weeks: the invasion of Luzon to begin on January 9, Iwo Jima on February 19, and Okinawa on April 1, with the hope that the strong northerly winds and gales common in the Ryukyus between October and March would have subsided. Formosa was shelved for the time being.3


The Joint Chiefs of Staff still had to decide whether the Army, under General Douglas MacArthur, or the Navy, under Admiral Chester Nimitz, would command the US land forces that would invade Japan. Under the present Pacific theater command structure, it would probably be Nimitz, because MacArthur’s South West Pacific Area realm extended only to Luzon. The Army, however, proposed consolidating all Army units under one commander and suggested that a supreme commander be named for the entire Pacific. No decision was made.4


The United States, hard-pressed to support just twenty thousand marines on Guadalcanal in 1942, was now fully mobilized, and her millions of uniformed servicemen were racking up victory after victory over two powerful enemies two oceans apart. For the three Pacific campaigns approved in October by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, more than nine hundred thousand men would be committed—more than five hundred thousand for Okinawa alone.


In just three years, America had become a world-striding goliath wielding astonishing power.


JAPAN, UNSURE OF THE ALLIES’ intentions, had vacillated between preparing for landings on Formosa and Okinawa. The Japanese understood that the capture of either island would put American bombers within 350 miles of Kyushu; Okinawa lay that distance, too, from China and Formosa. Japanese strategists recognized that Okinawa would provide generous anchorages for the US Pacific Fleet, while Formosa lacked good ports. Formosa, however, would give the Allies an oceanic pathway to China.5


Okinawa’s two east-side bays—Nakagusuku Wan and, to its north, Kimmu Wan—had helped convince American senior officers to choose it over Formosa. Nakagusuku and Kimmu would make ideal advanced naval bases for the invasion of Japan; they were deepwater and partly protected by small islands and barrier reefs on the Pacific Ocean side of the island. The two bays lay across Okinawa’s midsection from its western Hagushi beaches, which were lapped by the East China Sea.6


Antoine-Henri Jomini, who was Marshal Ney’s chief of staff during the Napoleonic Wars and later a Russian general, wrote in his classic Art of War that when an army wishes to cross a large body of water, its commanders should deceive the enemy as to the landing place and prepare the way with artillery fire. Deception and heavy preparatory gunfire were pillars of the evolving Okinawa campaign: Operation Iceberg.7


AS THEY ANALYZED POTENTIAL BEACHHEADS, Operation Iceberg’s planners initially considered “Plan Baker,” consisting of two amphibious landings two days apart. This was a possibility only because Iceberg was flush with manpower, the first Central Pacific amphibious operation that would land an actual field army of more than one hundred eighty thousand assault troops in two corps. Plan Baker proposed putting ashore III Amphibious Corps—the 1st and 6th Marine Divisions—on Okinawa’s southeast coast, between Chinen Point and Minatoga.


Two days later, XXIV Corps, the Army’s 7th and 96th Divisions, would storm the Hagushi beaches. Then, after the Marines secured the high ground behind its landing beaches, they would march north to Yonabaru on Okinawa’s east coast, unite with XXIV Corps, and drive westward across the island.


Plan Baker was rejected because there were few good beaches on Okinawa’s southeastern coast, and nearby islands might interfere with naval gunfire support. Moreover, Japanese ground forces could mass on the high ground and prevent a union of the Marine and Army units.


But Iceberg planners decided that the southeastern Okinawa coast could fulfill another purpose, one that would have pleased the clever strategist Jomini: it would serve as a point of deception. Marines would approach the coast as if to land there, but would not go ashore.8


IN THE SPRING OF 1944, the US government began interviewing scholars and specialists about the history, culture, politics, and economics of the Ryukyu Islands, anticipating an invasion in the future. An eighty-year-old conchologist, Ditlev D. Thaanum, related what he knew about the Hagushi beaches, where he had collected shells before the war. An elderly colleague of Thaanum’s, Daniel Boone Langford, described the venomous habu snakes that inhabited Okinawa.* In November 1944, the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations published two volumes, Civil Affairs Handbook: Ryukyu (Loo Choo) Islands and The Okinawans of the Loo Choo Islands—a Japanese Minority Group.9


Okinawa, with about four hundred fifty thousand civilians, would be the most populous island to be invaded during the Pacific war by the Allies. About 65 miles long from north to south, its breadth ranged from 5 to 25 miles. The island’s population density was greatest in the south: 2,700 people per square mile, four times that of Rhode Island.


The island’s history and its people’s ancestry were unique. “Liuchiu” was an ancient Chinese name for the islands that include Okinawa, which became known as the “Great Lew Chew.” Some have speculated that the name “Ryukyu” stemmed from the Japanese inability to pronounce l’s. The chain of 140 islands—30 large enough to support people—arcs 790 miles between Kyushu and Formosa and forms a boundary between the East China Sea and the Pacific.10


Due to the “Japan current” flowing from the south, Okinawa is subtropical and humid, but its climate is more temperate than any other Pacific island invaded by the United States. It receives an average of 80 inches of rainfall annually. It is located in the middle of the so-called typhoon belt of the East China Sea; three to six typhoons a year directly impact Okinawa, generally between April and October.11


Okinawans are an admixture of Chinese, Malayan, Micronesian, and Ainu—the latter ancestry shared with the Japanese. Darker and smaller than the Japanese, Okinawans raised and largely subsisted on sweet potatoes—also distilled into alcohol—as well as sugarcane, barley, beets, and cabbage. Every acre of arable soil was cultivated on terraced hills.


With the exception of the cities of Naha, Shuri, Itoman, and Yonabaru, three-fourths of Okinawans lived in southern villages of one hundred to one thousand people for the most part, connected by single-track dirt roads and trails. A narrow-gauge railroad linked Naha in the west with Yonabaru on the east coast and other towns. Okinawans lived in frame houses with red-tiled roofs, or in thatched huts, each with a garden and stone wall.


The native religion was a synthesis of indigenous Okinawa religions and Shintoism, Taoism, and Buddhism. The islanders revered their ancestors, placing urns containing their bones in large, stone burial tombs built flush against the hillsides. The distinctive tombs, which faced in the general direction of China, were a signature architectural feature of Okinawa.


From 1187 to 1879, the year that Okinawa and the Ryukyus were annexed by Japan after Japan’s Meiji Restoration, the island was ruled by five monarchical dynasties. Throughout the Middle Ages, the monarchs paid tribute to China, the Okinawans’ primary cultural ancestor. To demonstrate fealty to China, Okinawa’s ancient castles at Shuri, Zachini, and Nakagusuku, like the hillside tombs, were all built facing west.


The island people spoke a dialect called “Luchuan,” and were stoical, easygoing people known for their courtesy, gentleness, and their strong rice brew, awamori. Racially distinct from the Japanese, Okinawans were regarded as second-class Japanese citizens.


This was no anomaly; the Japanese in fact looked down upon all other races, believing that their origin was divine and that they were preordained to rule the world. This belief rested on their conviction that Emperor Hirohito was the 124th descendent of the goddess Amaterasu, the mother of Japan’s first emperor, Jimmo Tenno, whose reign began in 660 BCE.


George Orwell, who wrote World War II broadcasts for the BBC, said the Japanese had for centuries espoused “a racial theory even more extreme than that of the Germans.” For reasons of racial superiority, said Orwell, Japanese soldiers believed that it was their prerogative to slap other Asians in conquered territories, and to similarly abuse Anglo war prisoners.


By the summer of 1945, Okinawans’ problems related to their inferior status would seem trivial compared to their dreadful privations and soaring death toll, which would surpass anything seen by other Pacific islanders during the war.12


TWENTY-SIX YEARS BEFORE JAPAN ANNEXED the Ryukyu Islands in 1879, Commodore Matthew Perry’s squadron, en route to Japan to make a historic trade agreement with the isolated feudal kingdom, sailed into Naha’s harbor. Okinawans presented gifts, which were spurned by the Americans.


With a Marine escort, Perry and his party went ashore on June 6, 1853, and paraded 4 miles from Naha to the royal palace at Shuri Castle, the ancient seat of the Ryukyu king. Perry rode in a sedan chair carried by natives as bands played and American cannons boomed in an emphatic display of US power that awed islanders.


Ryukyu royalty were absent when Perry’s party reached the palace. Perry demanded that the United States be permitted to establish a coaling station at Naha, so that commercial US steamships could refuel on their way to China and Japan. When the Okinawans politely demurred, Perry threatened to forcibly seize Shuri Castle. Reluctantly, the Okinawa officials gave in to Perry’s demand and consented to permit the coaling station; to supply wood and water at reasonable prices to all US vessels entering any Ryukyu harbor; and to rescue and care for any American shipwreck victims—also a provision in the Treaty of Kanagawa that Perry would sign with Japan on March 31, 1854, that opened two Japanese ports to US vessels.


Returning to Okinawa in July 1854, Perry and the Ryukyu prince regent signed “A Compact between the United States and the Kingdom of Lewchew,” which strongly favored US interests. After being ratified by the US Senate in 1855, the Ryukyu compact was quickly forgotten. For the next ninety years, there was little or no contact between Okinawa and the United States.13


FOR THREE HUNDRED YEARS, JAPAN’S Meiji emperor had been a figurehead under the Tokugawa Shogunate. But Perry’s visit in 1853–54 kindled aspirations among progressive Japanese to break out of the straitjacket of tradition and acquire Western technology. The result was the Meiji Restoration of 1868, which returned to the emperor the ancient authority wielded for centuries by the feudal shoguns.


Both China and Japan coveted the Ryukyus—Japan’s Meiji regime for expansionist reasons, China to deny Japan use of them as stepping-stones to Korea. Relations soured between the two countries, and war threatened. In 1875, Japan invaded the Ryukyus and ordered the kingdom to break off all trade with China. Hostilities appeared to be imminent.


In 1879, former US president Ulysses S. Grant arrived in Peking during his hugely publicized around-the-world tour. Fearing that China and Okinawa officials would persuade Grant to intervene in the dispute over the Ryukyus, Japan declared the Ryukyus to be a Japanese prefecture and deposed Okinawa’s Shuri monarch. Japanese troops occupied the Shuri palace.


The last Okinawa king was exiled to Tokyo, where he was given the title of marquis. In 1894–1895, Japan defeated China in the First Sino-Japanese War and acquired Formosa. The Shuri palace, its grounds, and the mansions of Shuri noblemen—many of whom had fled to China—succumbed to disrepair and neglect.


The Japanese settled into their new role as Okinawa’s overlord. New civil administrators were sent to Okinawa for training before being moved elsewhere in Japan. Unhappy with their new status as a subject people in their own country and having to bow to Japanese soldiers, thousands of Okinawans immigrated to Hawaii.14


ALLIED AIR ATTACKS ON OKINAWA began in October 1944, days after military strategists elected to invade Iwo Jima and Okinawa instead of Formosa. Early on October 10, seventeen carriers and escort carriers, five battleships, fourteen cruisers, and fifty-eight destroyers from Admiral Marc Mitscher’s Fast Carrier Task Force arrived off Okinawa with over one thousand warplanes. Shortly after dawn, waves of carrier planes roared over the island. The first attack hit the airfields at Yontan, Kadena, Ie Shima, and Naha, destroying about eighty aircraft on the ground and cratering the runways; a score of other Japanese planes was shot out of the sky. Subsequent attacks targeted Naha’s harbor and munitions with bombs, rockets, machine guns, and torpedoes.


A total of 1,356 strikes were carried out on October 10, and more than 500 tons of bombs fell. The last sorties plastered Naha with incendiary bombs, destroying nearly 90 percent of the capital city of sixty-five thousand. Sunk were twenty cargo ships, a destroyer, a minesweeper, and scores of smaller vessels. Naha warehouses filled with millions of rounds of ammunition and three hundred thousand sacks of rice went up in flames. An estimated six hundred soldiers and civilians were killed, and another nine hundred were wounded.


“They were flying so low I could see the pilots’ faces,” said Horikawa Kyoyu, a student at Shuri. A Japanese soldier in a sea-raiding unit presciently noted in his journal, “The enemy is brazenly planning to destroy completely every last ship, cut our supply lines, and attack us.”15


In November, Army intelligence men in B-29s photographed Okinawa for the first time. More aerial photo missions followed in January, February, and March. Mitscher’s carrier task force carried out raids on Okinawa during the months preceding landing day. After one of them, a Japanese superior private wrote, “What kind of bastards are they? Bomb from 0600 to 1800!”16


ADMIRAL RAYMOND SPRUANCE, THE CENTRAL Pacific Task Force commander, was nicknamed “the electric brain” early in his career because of his grasp of electricity. But the epithet later referred to his quick, calm decision-making in times of crisis, such as his leadership during the battles of Midway and the Philippine Sea. But Spruance also had the misfortune of being a sailor prone to seasickness in heavy seas. The vulnerability had dogged him since his midshipman days, when the Naval Academy newspaper The Lucky Bag reported that Spruance was “a faithful supporter of the lee rail on all summer cruises.”


The admiral issued his operations plan for the Okinawa invasion on January 3; Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner, the Joint Expeditionary Force commander, released his on February 9; and on March 5, Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander-in-chief of the Pacific Ocean Area Forces, and his operations officer Admiral Forrest Sherman presented their Iceberg plan to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington. The chiefs accepted the plan and agreed on a timetable for invading Japan.17


Nimitz, who undoubtedly had one of the world’s most stressful jobs, during the Guadalcanal campaign developed a tremor that his doctor said was due to nervous tension. His doctor suggested that the admiral, who had grown up in the Texas hill country hunting and fishing, take up target shooting. Nimitz set up a pistol range outside his Pearl Harbor office and practiced with a .45 automatic that had been modified to fire .22-caliber ammunition. He would balance a half-dollar on the barrel and slowly squeeze off rounds without the coin falling off. The doctor’s prescription calmed the Pacific Ocean naval commander, and the tremor vanished, but Nimitz continued to target-practice.18


In February, Nimitz proceeded with the invasion of Iwo Jima, an 8-square-mile volcanic island midway between Saipan and Japan. More than seventy thousand Marines from the 3rd, 4th, and 5th Divisions and soldiers from the Army’s 147th Regiment went ashore beginning February 19. About twenty-two thousand Japanese resisted furiously from caves and bunkers, and from inside hills honeycombed with tunnels.


The flag-raising atop 556-foot Mount Suribachi depicted in the iconic Associated Press photograph February 23 marked the completion of only the first phase of one of the bloodiest battles in Marine Corps history. The island was finally secured March 26, after 6,821 Americans had been killed in action.


As at Peleliu, no banzai attacks were made on Iwo Jima, and the initial landings met minimal opposition. General Holland Smith, the operation’s ground commander, was puzzled that “every man, every cook, baker, and candlestick maker” had not attacked the Americans on the beaches. But the Japanese were following a new strategy, first tested on Peleliu: fighting from well-prepared defenses instead of attacking the invaders at the water’s edge. Later during the Iwo Jima battle, Smith conceded, “I don’t know who he is, but the Jap general running the show is one smart bastard.”19


FIGHTING STILL RAGED ON IWO JIMA in mid-March, when seven Army and Marine divisions held rehearsals for Operation Iceberg on beaches from Guadalcanal to Leyte Gulf, and from Espiritu Santo to Saipan. The multitude of locales reflected the enormity and complexity of the Okinawa offensive, which pulled together infantry divisions, logistical assets, warships, and air squadrons from all over the Pacific.


In the Philippines, XXIV Corps commander General John Hodge and Tenth Army commander General Simon Bolivar Buckner watched the practice landings of the 7th and 96th Divisions, which had recently helped capture Leyte. Hodge lent Buckner Volume 2 of Douglas Southall Freeman’s Lee’s Lieutenants, and Buckner gave Hodge a quart of scotch.20


Also in March, the British Pacific Fleet joined hands with the Fifth Fleet. President Franklin Roosevelt, British prime minister Winston Churchill, and the Combined Chiefs of Staff had agreed at the Octagon Conference in Quebec in September 1944 that the British Fleet would participate in operations against Japan in 1945. The British Fleet, designated as Task Force 57 for Iceberg, would protect the “left flank” against threats from Formosa and the Sakishima Islands, while Admiral Mitscher’s TF-58 cruised east of Okinawa. TF-57 consisted of 4 aircraft carriers, 2 battleships, 5 cruisers, and 15 destroyers.


The British carriers carried fewer planes than American carriers, their guns did not track targets automatically, and their computers could not process information quickly. Their chief advantage was their 3-inch-thick steel flight decks, which absorbed kamikaze crashes better than American carriers’ wooden flight decks. Wooden flight decks were lighter weight and enabled the flattops to carry more planes, but were easier for kamikazes and bombs to penetrate.21


Amid these preparations for Operation Iceberg, America’s XXI Bomber Command shocked Tokyo with a massive B-29 raid during the night of March 9–10; it was without precedent in the Pacific war.


SAIPAN’S CONQUEST BY US FORCES in July 1944 marked a tectonic shift in the Pacific war. Perceptive Japanese leaders believed Saipan’s loss and the capture of Guam and Tinian, also in the Mariana Islands, assured Japan’s doom. It meant that long-range B-29s could now bomb the homeland, and that it was just a matter of time before there would be an Allied invasion of Japan, resulting in an Asian Götterdämmerung.


Prince Naruhiko Higashikuni, commander of Japan’s Home Defense Headquarters, confided to aides after Saipan’s fall, “If we cannot stop the B-29s from coming over Japan, we can do nothing. We have nothing in Japan that we can use against such a weapon.” Indeed, in March 1945 the consequences so dreaded by Japan began unfolding in a rain of incendiary bombs.22


At dusk on March 9, 334 B-29s from the XXI Bomber Command rose from the airstrips on Saipan, Tinian, and Guam for the 1,500-mile flight to Tokyo, a densely populated city of more than 4 million people. Each plane carried 184 napalm and incendiary bombs—2,000 tons in all, or ten times what the Luftwaffe dropped on London on December 29–30, 1940, during the so-called Second Great Fire of London. The B-29s’ cargo was designed to cause maximum damage and casualties: 8,519 incendiary bomb clusters would break apart and release 496,000 bomb cylinders.23


Tokyo was a tinderbox of wood-and-paper houses built inches apart that covered 200 square miles. Kerosene lamps and electricity flowing through low-hanging power lines provided lighting and heating. Meals were cooked over charcoal or natural gas that entered the homes in shallowly buried pipes. Had Tokyo been constructed for the express purpose of exploding in flames it could not have been more combustible than it was in March 1945.


Amid the residences were concrete office buildings and cinder-block factories—as well as the Ueno Park Zoo. In 1943, the city public park director had ordered the destruction of the zoo’s lions, bears, leopards, snakes, and other potentially dangerous animals as a precaution against an Allied bombing that might unleash them on the populace. Tokyo’s vulnerability to fire had been amply demonstrated in September 1923 when the 9.0-intensity Great Kantō earthquake ignited firestorms that killed nearly 100,000 people.24


This was not the first B-29 raid on the Japanese capital—there had been others beginning in November 1944—but the earlier sorties were “precision” bombing missions from 30,000 feet. While antiaircraft guns and Japanese fighters were usually unable to bring down Superfortresses flying at that high altitude, the bombers usually failed to hit their targets too. The light damage inflicted by those air strikes lulled the Japanese into a false complacency.


After an ineffective raid on March 4, General Curtis LeMay, commander of the XXI Bomber Command, announced a radical change of tactics. Bombers would henceforth strike at night from 5,000 to 8,000 feet, thereby improving accuracy, while admittedly risking higher casualties from ground fire. The bombers would carry fewer crewmen and no machine guns, so that more bombs could be loaded. Although the bombing missions would still target war industries, a secondary objective was to also sow terror in the populace.25


Code named Operation Meetinghouse, the March 9–10 raid was aimed at a 10-square-mile mixed industrial-residential area between the Sumida and Ara Rivers, where war munitions were produced and where 400,000 people lived.


Coast watchers alerted civil and military officials minutes before the air strike that waves of enemy bombers were barreling toward the city at low altitudes. But there was too little time to mount an adequate air defense, or for people to take shelter; Tokyo lay at the mercy of the bombers. Even worse, gale-force winds boomed through the city that night.


At midnight, pathfinder bombers dropped clusters of 70-pound napalm bombs to form a fiery X marking the objective for the Superfortresses following them.


From atop Sophia University hill, Father Gustav Ritter, a Jesuit priest, saw “a silver curtain falling.” Within minutes, winds gusting to more than 60 miles per hour whipped the flames from the incendiary bombs into a roaring conflagration that began devouring downtown Tokyo’s paper-and-wood buildings and all that lay in its path.


People spilled into the streets from the burning buildings, only to be transformed into torches and run screaming with their skin hanging from their arms. Many jumped into the canals to escape the flames and were boiled alive. Anguished shrieks pierced the roar of the consuming flames. The firestorm destroyed two hundred fifty thousand homes within 16 square miles. The scale of the fires overwhelmed Tokyo’s fire department, destroyed ninety-six of its fire engines, and killed at least eighty-eight firemen, with others listed as missing.


“We were in Hell,” wrote Funato Kazuyo, a sixth-grade schoolgirl. “All the houses were burning, debris raining down on us.”


“People’s clothes were on fire,” said Masuko Harino, a factory worker whose hostel was hit by firebombs. “Some people were writhing about in torment and no one had time to help them…. We ran…. The road on both sides was full of people’s possessions burning up.”


In one of the city’s few air-raid shelters, Masatake Obata, an air-raid warden, arrived after having been knocked unconscious for over an hour by an incendiary bomb cluster that landed near him. When he awoke, he saw that flames had burned his shoes, melted his toes, and blackened his hands and arms. In the shelter, Obata examined other people’s injuries and admonished them not to fall asleep. They chanted Buddhist prayers together to stay awake.


At daybreak, blackened corpses clogged the riverbanks and bridges, and the streets and alleyways. The raid, lasting more than two hours with bombs coming down “like raindrops,” was the deadliest air raid in history and Japan’s worst disaster since the 1923 earthquake.


Captain Shigenori Kubota, commanding an Army medical rescue unit, toured the stricken area in a truck with twenty-four men and reported seeing “mountains” of blackened corpses.


More than one hundred thousand Tokyo residents died, among them the schoolgirl Funato’s mother and two siblings. Another million people were left homeless. General LeMay’s raiders lost fourteen B-29s.26


AFTER BOMBING TOKYO, THE XXI Bomber Command carried out low-level raids against Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe during the following week, targeting an aircraft engine factory, railroads, and shipworks. The death toll from the three raids totaled ten thousand, well below those of the Tokyo raid; the relatively low number was due to the absence of the strong winds that had lashed Tokyo when it was bombed.27


The B-29 raids and the sorties by Admiral Mitscher’s fast carriers off the mainland shocked Japanese officials, but the government’s reaction was to vastly intensify the suicidal resistance begun in the Philippines the previous fall with the advent of the Special Attack kamikaze squadrons. More kamikaze pilots were recruited, conscripted, and trained; new squadrons were formed.


Japanese leaders urged all citizens to participate in a monstrous demonstration of resistance to the death that they called “The hundred million as a Special Attack Force.” After the fall of the Marianas in 1944, Imperial Japanese Headquarters had acknowledged in its war journal, “The only course left is for Japan’s one hundred million people to sacrifice their lives by charging the enemy to make them lose the will to fight.” The very idea sent chills down the spines of US military leaders planning Japan’s invasion.28


BUT OKINAWA WOULD COME FIRST. Its invasion would be the acme of twenty years of strides in amphibious warfare doctrine and improvements in naval warplanes and warships. Progressive theories on amphibious warfare and naval aviation had received, at best, just passing notice in the Navy until well into the 1930s. Even then, senior naval officers discouraged promising young officers from pursuing careers in naval aviation. Battleships—the man-of-wars that had ruled the oceans for centuries—remained the Navy’s backbone as late as 1942. The stodgier old-timers believed that flattops and carrier planes would never replace battleships as the Navy’s predominant weapon.


The rise of naval air power during the 1930s was in step with innovations in amphibious warfare doctrine developed by the Marine Corps, which began preparing a war plan for Japan in the early 1920s. This included a prophetic eighty-page document, “Advanced Base Operations in Micronesia.” Written by Marine intelligence operative Lieutenant Colonel Earl “Pete” Ellis, it boldly predicted that Japan would start the war, and that the Navy’s Pacific Fleet would win it, aided by Marine landing forces capturing Japanese-occupied islands.*29


Along with advances in amphibious-warfare doctrine and improvements in naval aircraft, flattops were evolving too. In the early days, seaplane carriers used cranes to lower pontoon planes into the water for takeoff and then hoisted them back aboard after they made water landings. The 1922 Washington Naval Treaty’s strict limits on battleship and battle cruiser tonnages encouraged the major powers to convert many capital ships to flat-decked aircraft carriers. At the same time, new aircraft carriers built from scratch began emerging from shipyards during the mid-1920s. The first US fleet carrier, Saratoga, was commissioned in 1927.


Notable exceptions to the dismissive attitude of most senior naval officers toward carrier warfare were Admirals William Halsey and Marc Mitscher and Japanese Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto. Mitscher was one of the first thirteen students to attend the Navy’s flight school in Pensacola, Florida, in 1916. For his first flight, he flew a plane made of wood, wire, and canvas. Mitscher’s commander in the Pacific, Chester Nimitz, described him as “the most experienced and most able officer in the handling of fast carrier task forces who has yet been developed.”


Halsey, who commanded the Pacific Third Fleet, learned to fly in 1935 at the age of fifty-two—the oldest person in the Navy to do so—after being assigned to duty on Saratoga. He believed naval officers in future wars should thoroughly understand aviation.


Yamamoto had closely watched the early development of air power while on assignment in the United States after World War I. In the early 1930s he oversaw the rapid buildup of Japan’s air fleet in the belief that air power would win the next war. In helping to plan the attack on Pearl Harbor, Yamamoto demonstrated carrier planes’ superiority to capital ships, midwifing a new age in naval warfare. The Combined Fleet commander was killed at Bougainville in April 1943 when American P-38s shot down his plane in a surgical strike.30


A WEEK BEFORE THE SCHEDULED April 1 landing on Okinawa, the Army’s 77th Infantry Division carried out the first amphibious landings of Operation Iceberg—in the small islands of Kerama Retto and Keise Shima off Okinawa’s west coast.


The 77th had a proud history. First activated in World War I, its ranks were filled mainly by men from New York City, Brooklyn, and Jersey City, and it was known as the “Statue of Liberty” division. The 77th fought at Château-Thierry in France in 1918. Seven of its companies comprised the unlucky “Lost Battalion,” which was surrounded by Germans in the Argonne Forest in October 1918 and reduced to one-third of its original number before relief arrived. Reactivated in World War II, the 77th fought with distinction in 1944 on Guam and at Ormoc on Leyte.


Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner, commander of Task Force 51, the Joint Expeditionary Force, had insisted upon creating a semiprotected fleet base on Kerama Retto’s four central islands for Operation Iceberg. While some senior officers argued that Kerama Retto was too close to Okinawa, and was therefore vulnerable to land-based Japanese aircraft, those concerns were overridden and plans were laid for its invasion six days before L-Day.31


Admiral Morton Deyo’s Gunfire and Covering Force moved into the mineswept waters off Okinawa on March 25 and went to work on its targets with 9 battleships, 10 cruisers, 32 destroyers, and 177 gunboats. In Deyo’s force were the first rocket ships sent into action by the US Navy—a dozen LSM(R)s, or medium landing ships converted to fire rockets and provide close-in support for amphibious operations. In the seven days before landing day, Deyo’s Covering Force fired 27,000 shell rounds, 33,000 rockets, and 22,500 mortar rounds, as Mitscher’s carrier planes flew 3,100 sorties. Most of the naval gunfire fell around the Hagushi beaches and on the nearby airfields with little effect; the Japanese defenders were in fortifications inside ridges miles away. By March 27, all of the Iceberg ground assault forces were at sea, converging on Okinawa.32


TF-58 ROVED 100 MILES EAST of Okinawa, its aircraft repeatedly hitting Okinawa and Kerama Retto. At the same time, underwater demolition teams (UDTs) destroyed barriers planted by the Japanese along the beach approaches to those islands.


In the waters off Okinawa’s Hagushi landing beaches on March 29, UDT swimmers, painted silver for concealment in the water and equipped with a knife, fins, and mask, left their landing ships in rubber boats. They swam the last mile and a half to shallower waters to map Okinawa’s fringing coral reef and other obstacles. The Navy had learned the hard lesson at Tarawa about the consequences of amphibious craft getting hung up on reefs. Abandoning their marooned landing craft on Tarawa’s reef, the Marines had to wade 100 yards through waist- and chest-deep water to shore while braving heavy machine-gun fire; Japanese gunners cut hundreds of them to ribbons. Six months later at Saipan, underwater teams blasted gaps in the reef to clear paths for the landing craft.


As the UDT swimmers advanced toward Okinawa’s beaches, they secured one end of a spool of fishing line at the outer edge of the reef and gradually unwound it. It was knotted at 25-yard intervals, and at each knot they dropped a small leaded line to measure the water depth, noting it with a stylus on sandpapered Plexiglas sheets wrapped around their forearms. They also took note of coral knobs and other obstacles, and the locations of navigable channels. The swimmers drew light, scattered enemy fire, and when they returned to their ship, they reported that the beach could support amtracs, and that there were just a few places where the water would be deep enough at high tide for landing craft.


The swimmers found twenty-nine hundred stakes embedded in the reef, 5 feet apart in rows. Formidable barriers to the Hagushi beaches, the posts were 4 to 8 feet tall and 6 inches in diameter, some of them driven into coral, others set in concrete.


The next day, March 30, the “frogmen” used explosives that they carried in haversacks to blow up all but two hundred of the posts, while warships shelled the beach. One of the frogmen, Petty Officer 2/c Arthur Kaplan, said sailors described him and his mates as “half fish, half crazy.” The frogmen were forbidden to discuss with anyone outside their unit what they did.


Minesweepers from Admiral Alexander Sharp’s Mine Flotilla, Task Group 52.2, cleared 3,000 square miles around Okinawa, destroying 257 mines in a half dozen minefields—some of them off Okinawa’s southeast coast—to reinforce the deception that landings were planned there. In an unswept area, the destroyer Halligan, screening bombardment units 12 miles west of Naha, struck a mine and sank.33


THE DOZEN OR MORE SPARSELY populated islands 15 miles west of Naha known as Kerama Retto would provide a sheltered anchorage where the Fifth Fleet could rearm, refuel, resupply, and undergo emergency repairs, and from which Navy patrol bombers could conduct anti-submarine and search-and-rescue operations. Especially attractive was a natural anchorage—12,000 yards long and 6,000 yards wide—bordered on the east by Tokashiki, the largest island, and on the west by Zamami, Aka, Geruma, and Hokaji.


Keise Shima, 8 miles west of Naha and 11 miles southwest of the Hagushi beaches, was seen as a platform from which American 155mm guns would support the landings and hit the enemy deep in southern Okinawa. The Fleet Marine Force Amphibious Reconnaissance Battalion scouted Keise Shima’s four coral islets on March 26 without meeting any enemy troops or civilians. The scouts green-lighted its occupation by XXIV Corps’s artillery.34


As they had done at the Hagushi beaches, frogmen slipped into the sea to take soundings, map the Kerama reef bottom, and assess whether the beaches could support landing vehicles and light trucks. They could. After the swimmers returned to their ship, their data embroidered a chart of the islands that would be used when the 77th Division landed the next morning.35


KERAMA RETTO WAS THE OKINAWA base of a Japanese Special Attack Unit that operated bomb-laden, 28-foot-long plywood speedboats designed to attack and destroy US transports and landing craft. At Lingayen Gulf in the Philippines, the suicide boats had sunk one US landing craft and damaged three others. There were more than 350 of these so-called Shinyos, or “ocean-shakers,” dispersed throughout the Kerama Retto islands. A total of 2,335 Japanese troops were assigned to build and maintain the sea-raiding bases.


Improbable though it seemed, the speedboats were the Japanese Navy’s main line of defense on Okinawa; their sole mission was to ram US ships and detonate an explosive charge. Some carried the charges in the bow, others as depth charges. Each explosive had a five-second fuse that theoretically gave the skipper time to escape, but any hope of survival was chimerical.36


DURING THE FIRST US LANDINGS of the Pacific war on Japanese home soil, five battalion landing teams from the 77th Division went ashore simultaneously on March 26 on five of Kerama Retto’s islands: Aka Shima, Zamami, Geruma, Hokaji, and Yakabi. Geruma, Hokaji, and Yakabi fell quickly, but hundreds of Japanese troops defending Zamami and Aka Shima resisted. More landings were carried out March 27–28 on other islands, including Tokashiki; fifteen Kerama islands would eventually be stormed.37


The first attacks caught the Japanese flat-footed. US assault troops captured the bases used by three sea-raiding squadrons and seized nearly three hundred suicide speedboats before they could be deployed from Aka Shima, Zamami, and Tokashiki. On Aka Shima, Japanese naval troops and Korean laborers stubbornly resisted the 306th Infantry’s Company I—the first company to land in the Ryukyus—from caves and bunkers before being overcome. On Zamami, several hundred Japanese soldiers and Korean laborers launched nine attacks during the night of March 26–27. They were all repulsed after fierce hand-to-hand fighting that left the ground strewn with sixty Japanese bodies.38


“Kerama” means “islands filled with good and happiness.” But the name turned out to be tragically ironic during the four-day invasion in March. Geruma was the first Kerama island where US troops beheld the ghastly sight of civilians who had taken their own lives rather than be captured, or had been shot by retreating Japanese troops. The countryside was covered with the bloody, mangled bodies of women, children, and elderly men.39


THE CIVILIAN DEATHS AT KERAMA RETTO culminated of years of relentless government propaganda demonizing Americans. From the outset of the Pacific war, Japanese propagandists in lurid strokes had portrayed Americans as brutish killers who delighted in murdering, torturing, and raping captive soldiers and civilians. In 1942, Japanese troops fighting on Guadalcanal were warned that if they were captured they faced torture, dismemberment, or worse, such as being staked to the ground and crushed by steamrollers. Better to die in a banzai attack or by suicide, they were told.


On Saipan, US troops had seen the poisonous effects of years of anti-American propaganda: the suicides of up to ten thousand civilians who hurled themselves and their families from cliffs, drowned themselves in the sea, or killed themselves with knives and grenades.


After imperial forces lost Saipan, Guam, and Tinian in the Marianas in the summer of 1944 and Japanese cities suddenly lay within range of American B-29 bombers, astute Japanese naval leaders recognized that defeat was inevitable. Soon afterward, four hundred thousand schoolchildren were moved from Japanese cities to the countryside, and anti-American propaganda was intensified.


One broadside pronounced Americans to be no better than beasts, and “the more of them that are sent to hell, the cleaner the world will be.” Japanese propagandists also explicitly described atrocities carried out in the United States against African Americans and American Indians. The XXI Bomber Command’s low-level raids in March stoked the Japanese hatred of Americans, “who left an indiscriminate trail of blackened corpses of babies and grandmothers among the wreckage of war,” wrote journalist Masuo Kato.40


NOW, AT KERAMA RETTO, 77TH Division soldiers were forced to bear witness to the poisonous fruits of the brainwashing campaign. On Tokashiki, Japanese soldiers had distributed two grenades to each member of an island youth organization and instructed them to throw one at the Americans and kill themselves with the other. Japanese soldiers and Okinawa Home Guard troops rounded up about one thousand people from hamlets all over the island. Garrison commander Yoshitsugu Akamatsu ordered them to hand over their food to the army and commit suicide.


Some villagers detonated grenades; others killed themselves with razors, sickles, ropes, and rocks. Sixteen-year-old Kinjo Shigeaki watched a village elder beat his wife and children to death. Shigeaki and his older brother then killed their mother and two younger siblings with rocks and sticks. “We wailed in our grief,” he said.


Toyoko Azama, a schoolgirl, said about four hundred people from her village were ordered to take refuge on Mount Nishi in the center of the island. Local defense officials distributed grenades, and people began blowing themselves up. A man killed his family with a hatchet; a woman hacked open her daughter’s belly with a hoe; a doctor killed his family with a knife, and then disemboweled himself.


Toyoko’s uncle detonated a grenade while surrounded by family members. A baby’s head was blown off, and Toyoko’s sister-in-law, her sister, and two children died.


Shigeaki, his brother, and some other boys resolved to die by attacking the Americans. But before they did, they encountered groups of Japanese soldiers who clearly did not intend to take their own lives. Wracked by guilt over having been manipulated by the Japanese to kill their siblings and mother, the boys abandoned the idea of sacrificing themselves.41


During the night of March 27, soldiers of the 77th Division’s 306th Regiment, bivouacked on Tokashiki’s northern end, heard explosions and “the screaming of a mass of women and children” in the distance. In a “pretty little valley” the next morning, March 28, they found about 250 dead and dying civilians. The shocked Americans offered the survivors food and medicine.


Three hundred twenty-nine civilians died on Tokashiki; another 234 suicides were reported on Zamami; and others died on Geruma. Several civilian men in American custody on Geruma, embittered because Japanese soldiers had persuaded them to kill members of their families, attempted to murder a Japanese prisoner.42


KERAMA RETTO WAS PRONOUNCED SECURED late March 28, with the exception of a few hundred Japanese soldiers in Tokashiki’s hills who refused to surrender. Under an unofficial truce, the Japanese refrained from further attacks and the Americans did not disturb them. More than eleven hundred civilians were rounded up, fed, and given medical care before the 77th Division’s departure on March 30. The enemy holdouts remained on Tokashiki until the end of the war. On August 23, after receiving confirmation of Japan’s surrender, 216 of them surrendered to American troops.


Engineers and Seabees immediately began transforming Kerama Retto into an important roadstead with space at the two main anchorages in the center of the island group for forty-four ships, a large repair base, radar installations, facilities for restocking ships with provisions and ammunition, and a seaplane anchorage. Admiral Allan Smith, who commanded a cruiser division, wrote that Kerama “gave a firmness to the Okinawa tactical situation…. We were there to stay, with a place to tow damaged ships, look after survivors, replenish and fuel, drop an anchor.”


The 77th Division, claiming to have killed 530 Japanese and to have captured 121 more, had lost 31 killed and 81 wounded. The Navy reported 124 sailors dead or missing after kamikaze crashes on three vessels, including battleship Nevada, with 11 killed, and destroyer O’Brien, with 50 men killed or missing, and 76 wounded. In the days before L-Day, kamikazes also damaged destroyers Dorsey, Kimberley, and Porterfield, and six other American vessels.43


Minus a battalion left behind for security on Zamami, the 77th reembarked on transport ships March 30. It would not participate in L-Day; its next target was Ie Shima. The 12-square-mile island lay 3.5 miles west of northern Okinawa and 20 miles north of the Hagushi beaches. About 3,000 Japanese troops and fifteen hundred armed civilians defended its three airfields.44


On March 31, the day before Operation Iceberg’s infantry divisions assaulted the Hagushi beaches, the Army’s 420th Field Artillery Group began unloading its twenty-four 155mm guns on Keise Shima’s coral inlets—in plain sight of the Japanese atop Okinawa’s jagged hills south of Hagushi. By dawn on L-Day, the artillerymen would be ready to lend fire support to the American invaders. General Mitsuru Ushijima, annoyed by the Americans’ brazenness, ordered his artillerymen to shell Keise Shima at midnight. The shelling caused no damage or casualties.45


ADMIRAL MARC MITSCHER, THE ASCETIC-LOOKING commander of TF-58, the Fast Carrier Force, was a veteran of Pacific campaigns dating to Midway. He looked older than his fifty-eight years, and his code name was “Bald Eagle” because of his lack of hair; he habitually wore a long-billed ball cap; “the Mitscher cap” would later become Navy-authorized shipboard attire. Mitscher commanded the Hornet during the Doolittle Raid in April 1942. During the Battle of the Philippine Sea in 1944, Mitscher switched on his ship’s deck lights and searchlights to guide his pilots home from their missions after nightfall—an extremely rare, risky demonstration of his solicitude for his flyers.


As a naval commander experienced in Pacific island amphibious operations, Mitscher had no illusions about what lay ahead. The invading force, he said, faced “a very tough job” on Okinawa, honeycombed as it was believed to be with caves, tunnels, and gun emplacements.


General Roy S. Geiger, commander of the III Amphibious Corps, agreed, although in a memorandum to his staff he appeared to relish the challenge. “The chips are down. No holds barred. It’s your wits, your training, your strength, your courage against the tough, tricky, resourceful little yellow bastards who were responsible for Pearl Harbor. They asked for it. Let’s give it to them.”


On the eve of the Okinawa landings, General Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr., the Tenth Army’s commander, noted in his journal, “Tomorrow is Easter Sunday, my father’s birthday and the day of my first battle. I hope that I shall be able to look back upon it with the same degree of enthusiasm with which I anticipate it.” Buckner’s father, Simon Bolivar Buckner Sr., was a well-known Civil War general who led Confederate troops in three battles. Buckner Jr. had commanded US forces in Alaska for three years, but lacked combat experience.46


Aboard a transport ship with Marines in the East China Sea the evening before the landing, syndicated newspaper correspondent Ernie Pyle contemplated the upcoming campaign. Pyle had come ashore with US troops in the European theater—at Normandy, Sicily, and other places—but never in the Pacific. “Anybody with any sense is nervous on the night before D-day,” he wrote. “You feel weak and you’re trying to think of things but your mind stubbornly drifts back to the awful thought of tomorrow.”47


Before the landings, Radio Tokyo broadcast “Going Home,” a song set to the haunting melody of the second movement of Antonin Dvořák’s Ninth Symphony, “The New World.” Radio Tokyo warned American soldiers bound for Okinawa, “Enjoy it while you can, because when you’re dead you’re a long time dead…. Let’s have a little jukebox music for the boys and make it hot…. The boys are going to catch hell soon, and they might as well get used to the heat.”48


Indeed, things were going to get a lot hotter for everyone.















CHAPTER 2



L-Day




The approaching landing waves possessed something of the color and pageantry of medieval warfare, advancing relentlessly with their banners flying.


—ADMIRAL MORTON L. DEYO, COMMANDER OF THE GUNFIRE AND COVERING TASK FORCE1






The carnage… was wonderfully and beautifully not there.


—NEWSPAPER CORRESPONDENT ERNIE PYLE2




AS FAR AS THE EYE could see, Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner’s mammoth Task Force 51—more than fourteen hundred combat ships, auxiliary vessels, and landing craft—blanketed the calm waters of the East China Sea off Okinawa on this bright Easter Sunday morning of April 1. Five to 7 miles from shore, three hundred landing craft in eight transport squadrons were getting into position in the mild 75-degree weather. Aboard were four infantry assault divisions of ninety-four thousand men waiting with trepidation to splash onto the Hagushi beaches on Okinawa’s western shore. The shock troops comprised a little more than half of the 182,112 soldiers, Marines, and sailors in Operation Iceberg’s landing force, and a fraction of the 548,000 men assigned to the operation.


The broad Hagushi beaches lay just below the island’s narrow waist and opposite the Yontan and Kadena Airfields. The Tenth Army hoped to seize them quickly so that land-based aircraft could aid carrier planes in fending off enemy air attacks.


Heard no more aboard the ships were the lighthearted shipboard songs sung during the journey from Ulithi to Okinawa: “Tarawa Boom-de-ay,” “Goodbye, Mama, I’m off to Okinawa,” and others. The landing troops completed their final preparations with a sense of grim fatalism.


Windlasses rattled loudly as they swung out and lowered amphibious vehicles into the sea. Green, red, blue, yellow, purple, orange, white, and brown banners fluttered from them in the light breeze. They would guide similarly color-coded landing craft to the assembly points from which they would storm four Hagushi landing beaches spanning 8 miles. The 1st and 6th Marine Divisions of General Roy Geiger’s III Amphibious Corps would land on the two northern beaches. The Army’s 7th and 96th Divisions of General John Hodge’s XXIV Corps would come ashore alongside the Marines to the south.3


It was by far the largest amphibious operation of the Pacific war. In terms of assault troop numbers, transport ships, and supply totals, Operation Iceberg rivaled even Operation Overlord—the Normandy landing ten months earlier—and was one of the largest invasions in history. The troops and 747,000 tons of cargo had been assembled for the operation at Eniwetok, Ulithi, Saipan, and Leyte after having been loaded at ports spanning thousands of miles, from the West Coast and Oahu to Guadalcanal, New Caledonia, and Espiritu Santo. The supply line feeding into Okinawa was the war’s longest, stretching 6,000 miles across the Pacific, and including eleven ports of call.4


No other US naval officer better understood the dangers and complexities of landing troops and supplies on remote, hostile Pacific islands than “Terrible Turner,” as Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner’s subordinates had nicknamed him because of his abrasiveness and explosive temper. As had been the lean, beetle-browed admiral’s practice while commanding joint expeditionary forces at every major battle of the Pacific war beginning at Guadalcanal in 1942, at 4:06 a.m. on April 1, L-Day, Turner, from his flagship, Eldorado, signaled the commencement of the attack with the words, “Land the landing force!”5


The immediate effect of Turner’s order was to unleash a stupendous naval bombardment of the landing beaches, and the bluffs and hills behind them, continuing the Navy’s three-day air and sea onslaught on the landing zone. For an hour and a half, 10 battleships, 9 cruisers, 23 destroyers, and 177 gunboats plastered the Okinawa coastline with 44,825 shells of 5 inches or larger; 33,000 rockets, fired by LSM(R) rocket gunboats; and 22,500 mortar shells. The avalanche of metal was described as the largest amount of naval gunfire ever expended in support of an amphibious assault. Soon, the island was partially obscured by an umbrella of smoke.


The troops would not go ashore, however, until 8:30 a.m., in synchronicity with high tide, when landing craft would have sufficient water clearance to pass over parts of Okinawa’s fringing coral reef. Armored amphibious craft would support the troops once they reached shore.


Most of the battleships firing at the Okinawa shoreline had been deemed obsolete—too slow to keep up with the fast carriers—and they had been refitted for shore bombardment. Their huge 12-to-16-inch turret guns fired high-explosive shells weighing 1,200 to 1,800 pounds apiece, capable of pulverizing enemy bunkers and pillboxes, even on reverse slopes.


“The power of the thing was ghastly,” wrote Ernie Pyle, who was aboard an assault transport. “Great sheets of flame flashed out from a battery of guns, gray-brownish smoke puffed up in a huge cloud, then the crash of sound and concussion carried across the water and hit you.”


The Navy gunners paused at times so that scores of Navy and Marine Hellcats and Corsairs from Admiral Mitscher’s Fast Carrier Task Force off Okinawa’s east coast could fly low over the beaches and hit them with bombs, napalm, rockets, and machine-gun fire. The planes’ gunfire sounded like “a gigantic cotton sheet being ripped apart.”6


The Bisha River, which bisected the Hagushi beaches, was crowded with Japanese landing craft and motor torpedo boats. Aerial photos showed that bluffs overlooking the beaches were riddled with caves and tunnels hardened to resist bombing and naval gunfire. They afforded machine-gunners enfilading fire along the beaches. Behind the beaches rose 6-to-10-foot-high seawalls that threatened to slow the advance and become a deathtrap for the landing troops. Naval gunfire directors targeted all of them.7


AMERICAN INTELLIGENCE OFFICERS WERE IN fact unsure just how many Japanese troops were on Okinawa—or their whereabouts. In February, after analysts learned that the Japanese 9th Infantry Division had been transferred from Okinawa to Formosa, 37,500 enemy soldiers were believed to be on Okinawa. But by April 1, the estimate was changed to 75,000 regulars. Only sketchy information existed about Korean and Okinawan labor auxiliaries, or the Okinawa guardsmen, the Boeitai, of whom there were roughly thirty thousand.


Because of cloud cover, aerial reconnaissance flights south of the landing areas failed to detect the large Japanese buildup in the Shuri Castle area. The hornets’ nests of overlapping defenses infesting that area would be an ugly surprise for the Tenth Army.8


THE ASSAULT TROOPS, ROUSTED FROM a restless sleep at 2 a.m. for a breakfast of steak and fresh eggs, were edgy, grim, and resigned to being met by a fusillade of steel at the beach—the overture to so many Pacific island landings. Navy crewmen joked that the troops reminded them of condemned men eating a last meal. Second Lieutenant Robert Crowten of the 1st Marine Division wrote that as he and his men went to their landing craft, a chaplain met them at the ramp with tears in his eyes. “I thought this was kind of a negative way to go,” he wrote.9


It was still dark when the troop ships dropped anchor off the western coast of Okinawa in calm waters. Crews offloaded landing craft, and the assault troops began boarding the diesel smoke–spewing tracked amphibious landing vehicles, or LVTs.


About 6 a.m., gray dawn crept into the eastern sky over Okinawa’s hills, and the shadowy outlines of hundreds of ships, around which milled the amphibians and landing craft, could be seen off the Hagushi beaches. No enemy opposition had yet materialized, except for a few warplanes that were quickly driven away or shot down. Grunting under the weight of their gear, the soldiers and Marines clambered down the nets hanging from the troop ships into the gently rocking amphibians.


A haze of yellow cordite smoke from the battleship guns filled the air, pierced by the guns’ flash and roar. Rockets crashed onto the shore with a “c-r-r-rack, like a monstrous lash.”


At 7:59 a.m., the first assault craft left the line of departure 4,000 yards from shore and moved toward the beaches. The amphibians formed up in waves, eighteen in all, each nearly 7 miles long. As H-Hour neared, a line of small ships dropped anchor at the line of departure to direct traffic. The control crafts’ mission was to guide the landing craft to their color-coded beaches. To simplify identification, each of them flew a pennant matching the beach color and the color painted on landing vehicles under its care.


Three years of assaulting enemy-held Pacific islands had helped American planners to nearly perfect the art of amphibious landings. Saipan was now considered the acme of successful island invasions, and it was the template for the Okinawa landings, with minor alterations to account for topographical differences. Operation Iceberg’s comprehensive, detailed operational plan included reconnaissance, minesweeping, frogmen, logistics, preparatory gunfire, air strikes, and the actual assault, among other things. The operation was equal parts choreography and blunt force.10
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Onlookers watched in awe. “The approaching landing waves possessed something of the color and pageantry of medieval warfare, advancing relentlessly with their banners flying,” wrote Admiral Morton Deyo, commander of the Gunfire and Covering Task Force.11


“A marvelous sight it is, these waves of landing craft extending parallel to the coast as far as the eye can see,” wrote Captain Samuel Eliot Morison, the Navy’s World War II historian. Morison watched the spectacle from the bridge of the battleship Tennessee, flagship of Task Force 54, Deyo’s gunfire and covering group. Morison counted “the incredible figure of 700” landing craft.


“No finer military spectacle could be seen in the entire war,” wrote Morison, who had also witnessed the Normandy and North Africa landings.12


Amphibious tanks landed in the first wave at 8:30 a.m., with the mission of destroying any beach pillboxes in their path. Infantrymen splashed ashore a minute later; units of the 96th Division arrived first, using ladders to scale the 10-foot seawall, partly demolished by naval gunfire. The 96th’s demolition teams blasted bigger holes in the seawalls and the 780th Amphibious Tank Battalion and six-wheeled amphibious trucks—DUKWs—carrying mortars poured through, advancing 3,000 yards inland. Subsequent assault waves arrived at ten-minute intervals.13


“We had three beautiful rainbows coming in,” said Corporal Roger Spaulding of the 6th Marine Division. “Boy, that’s a good omen.”14


A smoke screen was laid down in the hills to the east to blind the enemy, but only a few rounds of Japanese mortar and artillery fire splashed in the beach shallows, and sniper fire was sporadic.


The assault troops, braced for a murderous hailstorm of enemy gunfire, came ashore standing up. They relaxed; some grinned at their good fortune. “I’ve already lived longer than I thought I would,” said a 7th Division infantryman after crossing the beach and ascending a hill.15


Planners had predicted that some units would sustain 80 percent casualties, but only 28 men were reported killed in action, and 105 wounded. Second Lieutenant Crowten, who had prayed on his way to shore, was elated when he landed and “nothing happened.”


“The Japanese pulled an April Fool’s Day joke on us,” said Jim Anderson of the 1st Marine Division. Another 1st Division Marine, Private First Class E. B. Sledge, wrote, “Jubilation over the lack of opposition to the landing prevailed, particularly among the Peleliu veterans.”16


Anticipating heavy casualties, a senior medical officer had converted an LST into a floating hospital after the assault troops boarded the amtracs. Rows of cots and bottles of plasma were readied. Just one casualty appeared: a man whose buddy had accidentally shot off the tip of one of his fingers.


Marine Corporal David Macpherson of the 1st Armored Amphibious Battalion said the amazed invaders repeatedly declared in disbelief, “Why, this is just like one of MacArthur’s landings. We don’t even have to crawl!” “Happy Easter!” some Marines cheerfully called to one another.17


General Pedro del Valle, who commanded the 1st Marine Division, found the weak resistance “a source of astonishment.”


Ernie Pyle, who had participated in numerous amphibious landings in the European theater, marveled at the ease of this one. “Never before have I seen an invasion beach like Okinawa—there isn’t a dead or wounded man in our whole sector of it. Medical corpsmen were sitting among their sacks of bandages and plasma and stretchers with nothing to do…. The carnage… was wonderfully and beautifully not there.”


Time magazine correspondent Robert Sherrod, who had memorably reported on the bloody Tarawa landing, wrote that the Okinawa invaders faced “slightly more opposition than they would have had in maneuvers off the coast of California. To say merely that they were bewildered is to gild the lily of understatement.”18


Admiral Raymond Spruance, commander of the Fifth Fleet, wrote to his wife, Margaret, “Our landings on Okinawa have gone better than our wildest dreams have led us to expect.” Yet he realistically expected the Japanese to soon “put up a stiff fight and have to be killed.”


The day before the landings, Spruance had a brush with Japanese aviators eager to sacrifice their lives: his flagship, the heavy cruiser Indianapolis, was crashed by a kamikaze. Its bomb exploded under the ship, and nine sailors died. Spruance transferred his flag to the battleship New Mexico.19


AMAZINGLY, BY 9:30 A.M., SIXTEEN thousand troops were ashore, and by the end of the day, sixty thousand Americans were advancing swiftly inland to objectives that they had hoped to reach, if lucky, after three days of hard fighting. General Buckner said it was “as beautiful a piece of teamwork as I have ever seen.”


Glitches were remarkably few: four artillery pieces sank when DUKWs foundered in the surf; several Sherman tanks were temporarily stranded on the reef. A 1st Marine Division battalion spent the night in ships’ boats offshore for lack of tracked landing vehicles to transfer them to smaller craft at the reef. “It was very cold out there,” said a stranded Marine from the 3rd Battalion, First Regiment.20


THE DECEPTIVELY EASY LANDING DAY was an unsolicited gift from the Japanese. The Thirty-Second Army’s commander, General Mitsuru Ushijima, and his staff had elected to mount only a token defense of the landing beaches. This reflected a revolution in Japanese strategic thinking from the offensive to the defensive. The shift began after the battles for Saipan, Guam, and Tinian in the Marianas in mid-1944—when perceptive leaders recognized that Japan was losing the war. “Our war was lost with the loss of Saipan. It meant [the United States] could cut off our shipping and attack our homeland,” said Vice Admiral Shigeyoshi Miwa. “When we lost Saipan, hell was upon us,” acknowledged Fleet Admiral Osami Nagano, supreme naval adviser to Emperor Hirohito.21


Through the invasion of the Marianas, the Japanese had defended the landing beaches from inside pillboxes and bunkers, and by launching massive banzai attacks to drive US forces into the sea. On Saipan, three thousand to four thousand Japanese troops, some of them swathed in bandages, on crutches, and unarmed, had hurled themselves at the American lines. The losing battle for the Marianas was the last time the Japanese attempted to defend the beaches, or launched mass attacks.


The loss of the Marianas changed the dynamic for Okinawa, which Imperial Japanese Headquarters had believed would be secure behind the so-called Tojo Line, the supposed impregnable barrier of the Marianas. When the line was breached and the Japanese fleet was destroyed during the Battles of the Philippine Sea and Leyte Gulf, senior officers in Tokyo urged the Thirty-Second Army, established in March 1944, to defend the Ryukyus, build airfields, and strongly fortify Okinawa.


The new Japanese strategy, the so-called defense in depth, was first seen at Peleliu and Leyte the previous fall, and at Iwo Jima in February. An important feature was the construction of mutually supporting fortifications in caves, cliffs, and hills where Japanese infantrymen waited, as mortars and artillery pounded the Americans at a distance until they reached machine-gun range. Conventional counterattacks by mobile reserves supported by tanks replaced the headlong banzai charges that figured prominently in the Japanese defense of Guadalcanal, Tarawa, and Saipan.


The aim was to inflict maximum casualties, grind down the enemy, and break his will—a strategy summed up by the Thirty-Second Army’s slogan: “One plane for one warship/One boat for one ship/One man for ten of the enemy or one tank.”22


At Imperial Japanese Headquarters in Tokyo, however, many diehards refused to concede an inch of territory to the invaders. They had insisted that Ushijima fight the Americans at the Hagushi waterline and stop them from capturing Yontan and Kadena Airfields. But in December, after Imperial Headquarters transferred Ushijima’s 9th Division to the 40th Army on Formosa, even the diehards could see that the Thirty-Second Army lacked the manpower to defend the Okinawa beaches.23


Consequently, Ushijima and his staff planned to employ only delaying tactics at the presumed landing sites. The preponderance of their forces would be reserved for a massive defensive battle in southern Okinawa’s complex terrain of caves, hills, and escarpments carved up by valleys, rivers, ravines, and gorges.


With few exceptions, the ridges and gorges around Shuri Castle, where Ushijima chose to make his fight, were anathema to tanks. The broad green flanks of Mount Shuri concealed the Thirty-Second Army’s large headquarters cave and an astonishing network of smaller caves and tunnels, manned by ten thousand troops. Carefully selected fighting positions—from simple dugouts to pillboxes and bunkers, to caves where artillery could be rolled out on railroad tracks and then retracted—covered all of the approaches.


A small delaying force, armed with only rifles, machine guns, and a smattering of heavier armament, would literally be sacrificed in the futile defense of the landing beaches and the two airfields. The 3,473 defenders were airfield service troops and Boeitai—the home guard—some of whom were in their middle teens. They had been hastily fused into the so-called 1st Specially Established Regiment four days before the landings. Fewer than half of them even had rifles. The rest of the regiment’s total arsenal consisted of fifty-five light machine guns, eighteen grenade launchers, ten heavy machine guns, and five 20mm dual-purpose machine cannons.


The regiment was ordered to destroy the airfields when the Americans landed, to blow up bridges, and to build tank obstacles before retreating south to the main defensive line. The delaying force accomplished only part of its mission and damaged but did not destroy Yontan and Kadena Airfields.


The 1st Specially Established Regiment was summarily crushed by the veteran US combat troops. The survivors fled into the hills of northern Okinawa.24


A DOZEN MILES SOUTH OF the Hagushi beaches, the Thirty-Second Army’s commanders watched the landings through binoculars from atop the Shuri Heights. The observers included General Ushijima; General Isamu Chō, Ushijima’s fiery chief of staff; Colonel Hiromichi Yahara, the Thirty-Second Army’s analytical operations officer; and Ushijima’s staff officers. To conceal their unease, the officers smoked cigarettes and bantered about the waste of so much ordnance on an undefended coastline.


Yahara joked that the American onslaught was like “a blind man who has lost his cane, groping on hands and knees to cross a ditch.” However, a note of disquiet crept into the officers’ conversations when they began to realize that the Special Attack planes—kamikazes—that were to have disrupted the invasion had not appeared as promised.


The Thirty-Second Army’s headquarters cave complex beneath Shuri Castle was the largest and most fully developed on Okinawa. The island’s rugged limestone and coral hills and ridges lent themselves to defensive fortifications, honeycombed as they were with natural and man-made caves. The Japanese had improved upon nature by digging into the clay that lay 30 to 60 feet under the coral and limestone shell to hollow out fortifications and living quarters.


The headquarters complex could hold more than one thousand people. Its tunnels, rooms, offices, and sleeping and eating quarters for Japanese soldiers, auxiliary troops, laborers, and female office workers were 50 to 160 feet underground. North to south, the complex stretched 425 yards, with a multitude of side chambers.


But the Thirty-Second Army’s great achievement—surpassing even the defensive network’s efficacy—was that its 60 miles of underground fortifications in southern Okinawa were practically invisible to US aerial reconnaissance, and virtually immune to US naval and aerial bombardment.


General Chō’s name for the headquarters complex was “Heaven’s Grotto Battle Headquarters,” although it was hot, humid, and with the passage of time, odoriferous.


The access shafts into the Thirty-Second Army tunnel featured wooden ladders and landings every dozen feet. Concrete pillars and ironwood beams taken from the forests in the mountainous north supported the walls, which were lined with wood paneling. Officers had desks, chairs, and electricity, and there was a 72-foot-long kitchen at one end of the main tunnel. The headquarters was amply supplied with food and liquor. Chō, a gourmand, had brought with him a chef and a pastry chef.


Besides being an engineering marvel, largely constructed with shovels and entrenching tools (there were just two bulldozers on the entire island), it had been completed in just three months. To the west lay the 5th Artillery Command’s 200-yard tunnel. To the east, the 62nd Division headquarters operated from a 300-yard-long complex.25


General Chō had studied strongpoint defenses with the Russians and adapted them to Okinawa for active and static cave defenses. In the bloody days, weeks, and months ahead, the Tenth Army would come to dread the brilliant lethality of the Thirty-Second Army’s defensive network.


IN A BUNKER NEAR THE Shuri Heights, a Japanese soldier watching the landings was impressed by the “wealth of supplies the like of which we had not seen in years.” He wrote that “our orders were unambiguous; we were to lie low, to wait…. We stayed in our bunker and watched the huge army come ashore.”


A radioman with the 5th Harbor Base Unit wrote in a diary found later, “It’s like a frog meeting a snake, just waiting for the snake to eat him.”


The Thirty-Second Army’s battle instructions called for it to lure the Americans “into a position where he cannot receive cover and support from the naval and aerial bombardment,” so that it could be “wiped out.”26


UNTIL L-DAY, USHIJIMA AND HIS staff were unsure whether the Hagushi beaches would be the Americans’ objective. The Minatoga Peninsula on Okinawa’s southeastern coast was also considered a credible landing site—so much so that the 24th Division, part of the 44th Independent Mixed Brigade, and artillery units were deployed there.27


The Tenth Army’s strategists played to the enemy’s expectations to the last minute on L-Day by lunging toward Minatoga with the 2nd Marine Division, the Tenth Army’s reserve, while the main force assaulted the Hagushi beaches. The 2nd Division Marines climbed down cargo nets into Higgins boats that advanced toward the beach before circling back to the ships, where the Marines climbed the cargo nets on the ships’ seaward sides, and then repeated the charade by again descending the cargo nets. “I think I must have made that trip eight or ten times,” said Marine Charles Pase. “Very tiring.” The feint received more attention than the actual landings. The 2nd Division, which had fought at Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Saipan, and Tinian, did not go ashore.


Before turning back to Saipan, the 2nd Division sustained the first casualties of L-Day when a kamikaze crashed LST-884, which had three hundred Marines aboard. The explosion and fire killed twenty-four Marines and sailors. A second suicide plane smashed into the transport Hinsdale, claiming sixteen more lives.


The instant Admiral Jerald Wright of Demonstration Group “Charlie” learned that the main landing force was on the Hagushi beaches, his ships reversed their engines and withdrew under a smoke screen. Wright’s Task Group 51 feinted again on April 2, but without casualties.28


AFTER THE LANDING FORCE CROSSED the undefended Hagushi beaches, and the men’s adrenaline had subsided in the relieved aftermath, they saw that they were in a rural, intensely cultivated countryside of small fields rising gradually from the sea. Instead of palm trees and swamps as in the tropical South Pacific, there were hardwood trees and some pines, and fields planted in cabbage, beans, and radishes. “It didn’t look at all unlike Indiana in late summer when things have started to turn dry and brown,” observed Ernie Pyle, a native Hoosier who might have been a little homesick. “I think most of us were surprised at how pretty it was.” A Marine who had spent months in the tropics told Pyle, “This weather feels more like American weather than anything since I left home.”


At dusk, three Japanese planes flew over them, headed toward the beach. “In a moment all hell cut loose from the beach,” Pyle wrote. “Our entire fleet and the guns ashore started throwing stuff into the sky…. As one of the Marines said, there were more bullets than there was sky.” The three planes were shot down.


That night, Pyle and his countrymen were introduced to Okinawa’s tenacious mosquitoes. “I’ve never been so tortured by them,” Pyle wrote. Repellant did no good, and when he woke up at 2 a.m., his nose, upper lip, and one eye were swollen from bites; he slept the rest of the night entirely covered by a blanket. In the morning, Pyle took the antimalarial drug Atabrine for the first time. When the Tenth Army became better established on Okinawa, aerial spraying of DDT was begun, targeting the anopheline mosquito larvae, and scores of men were assigned to malaria-control units.29


The Americans landed at the end of Okinawa’s mild subtropical winter, and before the onset of the May rains and the hot weather of summertime. In terms of weather, this was the ideal time to be on the island, although this particular early April was chilly. George Peto of the 1st Marine Division complained that the Marines’ summer-weight dungaree jackets failed to keep them warm. “We shivered as we moved on.” Peto even claimed, possibly facetiously, to have seen snowflakes one evening. The Marines’ long acclimatization to tropical heat had thinned their blood, he conceded.30


BY 10 A.M. ON LANDING day, 7th Infantry Division units were crossing Kadena Airfield—much like they had seized Dulag Airfield on October 20 on the first day at Leyte—after easily pushing through scattered sniper fire and some stiffer opposition from caves and tombs. Captain Warren Hughes’s 17th Regiment company flushed twenty Okinawa Boeitai home guardsmen from a cave and killed them all after they threw grenades that injured several Americans. At Kadena, Hughes saw “their [Japanese] dummy planes on the shell-pocked strip [and] their actual planes, shot full of holes, parked in their revetments.”


The 6th Marine Division’s 4th Regiment swept across Yontan Airfield at 1 p.m. Two other Okinawa airfields, Naha and Machinato, lay to the south; the Japanese had begun work on a fifth airstrip at Yonabaru, but had then abandoned it.


Iceberg planners had not expected to capture the airfields until L+3. By nightfall on L-Day, Seabees and Marine engineers had cleared the Yontan runways and filled the holes. Kadena Airfield was ready for emergency landings, and the front lines were nearly 3 miles inland.


So quickly did the airfields change hands that the pilot of a Zero landed at Yontan after dark on April 1, unaware that the Americans now possessed it. “When he stepped out on the wing, they hit him with a bunch of search lights and they riddled him,” wrote Bill McClellan of the 1st Marine Division. “He didn’t have a chance.”


By the second day, April 2, artillery observation planes were taking off and landing at Yontan while Seabees and Marine engineers continued to patch up the runways.31


On the same day, the 7th Division’s 17th Regiment chopped Okinawa in half at its waist, seizing the highlands that overlooked Nakagusuku Bay on the eastern, Pacific Ocean side of the island. Japanese units in northern Okinawa were now cut off from the principal forces in the south. Patrols sent to the 1,000-yard-wide coastal flatland below the high ground reported that civilians told them that the Japanese had abandoned the central part of the island.


III Amphibious Corps’s 1st Marine Division pushed straight east toward the coastline, impeded only by scattered defenders, infiltrators, and the rugged terrain. General del Valle, the division commander, told reporters during the afternoon of April 2, “I don’t know where the Japs are, and I can’t offer you any good reason why they let us come ashore so easily.”


The 6th Marine Division turned north. Marching into the foothills northwest of the Hagushi beaches, the Marines wiped out 250 Japanese at two strongpoints.32


HIDING IN CAVES NEAR THE landing zone were terrified Okinawa civilians, brainwashed by the Japanese into believing that the Americans were going to torture and slaughter them. The civilian population would present a disturbing set of problems to the invaders. The Japanese Thirty-Second Army had conscripted thirty-nine thousand Okinawans between the ages of eighteen and forty-five on January 1 to serve the Japanese as soldiers, auxiliaries, and laborers. Seventeen thousand to twenty thousand male Okinawans were integrated into the Thirty-Second Army, while the others served in reserve units or as laborers.


One result of the wholesale draft of Okinawa men into Japanese service was that nearly all of the civilians encountered by the Americans were women, children, and old men. Most of them refused to leave the caves when exhorted to by American soldiers, and others committed suicide rather than surrender.


In peacetime, Okinawans lived in clusters of thatched huts in villages, drew water from communal wells with a bucket on a rope, and traveled to their fields in two-wheeled carts pulled by small, shaggy horses that resembled Shetlands. An open sewer channeled human waste. But these were not normal times, and many civilians had gone into hiding.


Mike Monroe and his comrades from the 96th Division’s 382nd Regiment burst into a hut where a group of old men, women, and children cowered in a corner, passing around a teapot and drinking. To the Americans’ horror, “within minutes, they were all dead,” Monroe said. They had been drinking poisoned tea. “Their minds had been poisoned by the Japs.”33


The first civilian captives were moved into evacuated villages in peaceful areas. Service troops began building military government compounds, each designed to hold twenty-five hundred to ten thousand civilians. Stoical and docile, the interned civilians were fed, clothed, and housed in the temporary camps. They appeared happy to be free of the Japanese, who had beaten them, expropriated two-thirds of their crops, and forced them to build fortifications without pay.34


The natives were vegetarians who subsisted on sweet potatoes, beets, barley, and sugarcane. Americans were taken aback by their diminutive stature—many of the women and elderly men were barely 4 feet tall.


Foreseeing that Okinawa’s more than four hundred thousand civilians would present a problem unique in the annals of the Pacific war, plans for Iceberg included a Military Government Section of the Okinawa Island Command to manage civilians while the combat troops campaigned. Initially, they expected to care for thirty thousand civilians. But by the end of April, one hundred twenty-six thousand civilians were under the Military Government Section’s control. The section eventually expanded to a force of five thousand that included specialists and translators who attempted to persuade islanders to turn themselves in.35


OKINAWA SCHOOLS HAD BECOME INCREASINGLY nationalistic after military training was introduced in 1939. Each day, students were required to recite the Imperial Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors, pledging fealty to Emperor Hirohito. Japanese Army marching songs replaced school songs; math problems focused on calculating tank, ship, and bullet quantities; in physical education class, boys learned how to throw grenades and plunged bayonets into straw effigies of Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt. Beginning in June 1944, when the Thirty-Second Army’s first units arrived, military instruction intensified: schoolchildren were taught how to march and to fire a rifle. They “volunteered” to help build fortifications, runways, and shelters, and they raised vegetables. Girls studied nursing.36


During candlelight ceremonies held during the night of March 27, teenage boys and girls graduated from the First Prefectural Middle School and the Shuri Girls School amid distant explosions of US naval gunfire. Japanese Army officers watched Nakanishi Yukiko and her classmates sing the school song. “Halfway through, everybody started to cry and you couldn’t hear the words. We all felt that there was just no hope,” said Hoshino Masako.


The next day, the girls were assigned to the 62nd Infantry Division Hospital Cave as members of the Shuri Girls Nursing Corps. The officer in charge told them when they arrived, “You girls will all die with me in battle.” Indeed, thirty-three of them—more than half—would perish from wounds and disease.37
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