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To the memory of PFC Alfred E. “Al” Henderson, my late father-in-law, who fought at Okinawa with the 96th Recon Troop of the 96th “Deadeye” Division. After the war, like many other veterans who survived the battle, he never talked about what happened to him there. Now I can understand why.
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Kunishi Ridge




Southern Okinawa




June 10, 1945




T ANK COMMANDERJack H. Armstrong was bleeding from both ears, addled by a concussion, and deafened by the shell that had just ripped a jagged eight-inch hole through the center of his Sherman tank, missing Armstrong by a foot or two at best.




The M4A1 Sherman was one of three tanks that had moved out ahead of infantry units of the First Marine Division this morning to scout enemy-infested Kunishi Ridge, the last remaining Japanese stronghold near the southern tip of Okinawa. When they’d come under intense artillery fire, the other two tanks managed to beat a hasty retreat, but Armstrong and his crew, grinding along in the lead, weren’t so fortunate.




In the soundless void whirling around him, acting Sergeant Armstrong wondered if he was seriously wounded, maybe dying. Death was a constant companion these days for men of the First Marine Tank Battalion, and the expectation of being killed or maimed at any moment was as much a part of life as breathing. But now death felt especially close and intimate, and, as Armstrong squinted through the tank’s smoldering innards at the young second lieutenant sprawled a few feet from him, he understood why.




The lieutenant, who’d come along on their mission strictly as an observer, was still writhing in agony, but it was obvious that he’d be dead soon. His belly was split wide open, and his intestines spilled out into his lap. His left forearm hung by a thin strand of mangled flesh. This was the lieutenant’s first combat mission. It would also be his last.




The lieutenant’s mouth moved, and Armstrong read the plea on his bloody lips without hearing them:




“Oh God, Mama, help me.”




Armstrong turned to see Corporal Stephen Smith, the tank’s driver, crawling toward him. As tank commander, it was Armstrong’s responsibility to take charge of the situation.




He nodded toward the lieutenant. “I hate to move him, but let’s try to get him outside,” he told Smith, feeling the words vibrate in his throat. “If we take another hit, we’re all dead.”




Armstrong watched as the lieutenant pulled out his Ka-Bar knife and severed the thread of tissue that bound his ruined left arm to his body. When the arm fell away, its former owner dropped the knife and looked at Armstrong. “That might make it a little easier,” he whispered.




With Armstrong attempting to hold the lieutenant’s exposed organs in place, he and Smith half carried and half dragged him down through the escape hatch in the floor of the tank. Behind them, Private David Spoerke, the designated loader for the 75-millimeter cannon, moved to aid the Sherman’s bow gunner and assistant driver, PFC Ben Okum, who was moaning and bleeding from wounds in his arm and leg.




It took what seemed like an hour for the five of them to make it to a nearby shell crater that was barely far enough away to keep them from being blown up with the disabled tank if it should explode. By the time they laid the lieutenant in the deepest part of the hole, his eyes were glazed and his face was grayish.




“Give me some morphine, and get out of here,” he whispered. “They may open up on us again any second.”




Armstrong’s hearing was beginning to come back, and the lieutenant’s words were faintly audible. “We can’t leave you here like this,” Armstrong said. “We’ll try to get you a medic.”




“Just go, Jack,” the lieutenant said. “Don’t waste your time.”




Smith broke open one of the needle-equipped morphine packets that each Marine routinely carried and injected the dying man in the neck. Armstrong put some extra packets beside the lieutenant’s right hand, and Spoerke tried to tie a belt around the stump of his left arm to slow the bleeding.




“Get moving,” the lieutenant said. “That’s an order.”




The lieutenant was a new replacement who’d just joined the battalion as a platoon leader, and he’d been around only for a day or two. Armstrong couldn’t even remember his name, but he seemed like a decent enough guy. He was a friendly, easygoing sort who got along well with the tank crews. He was also a helluva lot tougher than he looked.




 Any man who can cut off his own arm with a Ka-Bar has to be one gritty SOB,Armstrong thought, even if he’s too deep in shock to know what he’s doing.




“Aye, sir,” Armstrong said. “We’ll send help back as soon as we can.”




In his dazed condition, Armstrong almost forgot that he was under strict orders to destroy the gyrostabilizer unit on the tank’s 75-millimeter gun to keep it from falling into enemy hands, so he had to stagger over to the Sherman, drop a grenade into the unit, and scramble back to safety.




Back at the crater, he took a last look at the lieutenant, who was silent and ashen but still appeared to be breathing. Then he bit his lip and turned to help Smith with the wounded gunner. As they stumbled back along the draw they’d come down a few minutes earlier, a burst of fire from Japanese rifles and automatic weapons kicked up dust inches from their heels. Armstrong took one brief glance over his shoulder at a hillside literally crawling with Japanese, each of them firing at the fleeing tankers. Then he ran for all he was worth, pulling Okum along by his good arm and thinking: Those guys must be the worst shots in the Japanese army! How can all of them possibly be missing us?




This was the third tank that had been blown out from under Armstrong in just over a month—the first by a volley of armor-piercing shells from a Japanese antitank gun, the second by a land mine. Four or five guys—both tank crewmen and members of the infantry fire team accompanying the tank—had been wounded in the blast from the land mine, at least two fatally, and Armstrong had lost a damned good driver to the antitank gun. But this third time seemed worse than the others. The image of the lieutenant lying in the shell hole haunted Armstrong, and he couldn’t block it out of his mind.




Okum was dragging his bad leg behind him, and Armstrong was gasping for breath and wondering how much farther he could run when he spotted a rice paddy dead ahead. He pushed the driver over the bank into the shallow water and jumped in after him. Then both of them slogged desperately through the oozy, reeking mixture of mud and human excrement toward the safety of a rear area a half mile away.




 




ACOUPLE OF HOURS LATER, his ears still ringing and his head pounding furiously, Armstrong made a distressing discovery: The shell that had doomed his tank hadn’t come from enemy artillery. It had been fired from one of the First Marine Division’s own 105-millimeter howitzers.




“We heard that General Buckner himself, commander of the U.S. Tenth Army, was directing the fire,” Armstrong would recall long after the incident. “I understand he apologized to our battalion CO, Colonel Jeb Stuart, but that didn’t make us feel a whole lot better.”




His third close brush with death left Armstrong gun-shy. He’d always heard that every near miss brought a guy closer to the “big one.” If that was true, the odds were bound to be catching up with him. If the third time was the charm, like they said, what about the fourth? Part of him chafed to get back into action, but he felt a surge of relief on learning that no replacement tank was immediately available. And when a fellow tank commander invited him to ride along on a mission to resupply a front-line rifle company, Jack said, “Thanks, but no thanks.”




Each of Armstrong’s three lost tanks had borne the same hand-painted nickname—“Ticket to Tokyo.” The name had a brash, bold ring to it that had appealed to all the guys in the original crew. They’d all had a hand in picking it, and they’d gotten a big chuckle the first time they’d seen it.




In those early days on Okinawa, most of Armstrong’s buddies had kiddingly called him “Wheaties,” for the breakfast cereal that sponsored a popular radio program called Jack Armstrong, All-American Boy. It had been typical of the wisecracking and bravado that characterized the First Marine Tank Battalion then. Before Okinawa, the Sherman tank had operated with near impunity throughout the Pacific theater, where the “sardine-can” enemy tanks were no match for it in armor or firepower. Not anymore, though. Now the Japanese had antitank weapons that could make a Sherman look like a hunk of Swiss cheese—and frequently did.




This was one reason why, in recent weeks, Armstrong’s sense of humor had gradually gone dormant. Not many things seemed funny anymore, much less cute or clever. Living with death day after day and seeing your friends killed or crippled could make you old and grim before your time, and many of the guys who’d kidded “Wheaties” Armstrong about his heroic fictional namesake were gone now. His assistant driver and close friend, Corporal Alvin Tenbarge, had been blown apart in the land mine explosion, and Corporal Harlan Stephan, one of the best drivers in the battalion, had—like the young lieutenant—lost an arm to an armor-piercing shell. The difference was that Harlan was still alive, the last Armstrong had heard.




The casualty list grew longer each day, with the end of it nowhere in sight, and as nasty as Okinawa was, it was merely a warm-up, or so everyone believed. Next loomed an invasion of Japan itself, and every man in the First Marine Division who could still fire a weapon would be issued his own one-way ticket there.




 We’ll have a million casualties, maybe more,the rumor mill needled. Eighty percent of us’ll never make it back to the States in one piece. Make a joke out of that if you can.




And yet, if he should be given a fourth tank to command, Armstrong knew it would bear exactly the same name as the first three. Plenty of other names were available—like “Sweet Mary” for a girl he’d known in Melbourne an eternity or two ago, or “Lone Star” for his native state of Texas, or “Jap Zapper” just for the hell of it. For that matter, there was no law that said a tank couldn’t simply remain anonymous.




The last thing Jack wanted anymore was a ticket to Tokyo—or any place else in Japan. The only ticket he wanted now was one that would take him home alive to a quiet street in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas. But to give his next tank a different name would dishonor the men who’d bled and died in its predecessors.




Almost two and a half months earlier, just after the landing, the battalion had been supremely confident—cocky even. Despite all the hype and horror stories that had circulated beforehand, the Okinawa campaign started as smoothly and uneventfully as a training exercise. Except for the kamikazes bedeviling U.S. shipping, it looked as if the Japanese no longer had either the stomach or the heart for an all-out fight. In fact, it seemed at first that the American invaders might roll unimpeded down the entire sixty-mile length of Okinawa without ever getting their gun barrels hot.




During those first few days, it had seemed like a piece of cake. Then the cake had blown up in their faces.




 




OKINAWA was the last battle of the largest war since civilization began and the deadliest campaign of conquest ever undertaken by American arms. It rang down the curtain on one momentous era in the earth’s political/military history and raised the curtain on another era even more momentous.




It started on April 1, 1945—which happened to be Easter Sunday as well as April Fool’s Day—when tens of thousands of U.S. assault troops stepped ashore uncontested into an eerie silence. When it ended nearly three months later, the battle for Okinawa had claimed the lives of some 240,000 human beings, according to best available estimates.




Okinawa pitted the 541,000-member U.S. Tenth Army—including 183,000 combat troops—against the 110,000-man Japanese 32nd Army in a grinding struggle of attrition that lasted until June 21, 1945. It matched the greatest U.S. naval armada ever assembled against the best-organized, most determined corps of suicide fighters in history—the kamikazes.




Most of the ground fighting took place amid a picturesque countryside framed by hills and mountains and dotted with hundreds of farms and scores of small villages and towns where the bulk of Okinawa’s civilian population lived. The number of civilians killed, many by their own hands, can only be estimated, but some authorities place the figure as high as 140,000—or nearly one in every three of the island’s residents in 1945.




When the shooting finally stopped, the bodies of 107,539 Japanese soldiers were counted. U.S. losses totaled 12,274 dead and 36,707 wounded in combat. An additional 26,000 American servicemen were evacuated with so-called “nonbattle injuries,” most of them neuropsychiatric disorders caused by constant, ceaseless stress—the highest number of any World War II battle.




In a very real sense, each American survivor of Okinawa now alive still carries his own personal scars from the ordeal. Some scars are as obvious as a missing limb, some as unobtrusive as a fragment from an enemy mortar shell buried deep in flesh or bone. Other scars may exist only in the mind yet can be traced to some of the most grievous wounds of all.




In a perverse sort of way, however, survivors of the battle also know that they owe a debt of gratitude to Okinawa and to what they suffered there. The toll they paid in blood and misery was the decisive factor in convincing President Harry S. Truman to unleash the awesome power of the atomic bomb. Without it, many of the U.S. assault troops who lived through Okinawa would have faced the ultimate horror: an invasion of Japan itself, months of block-by-block street fighting in Japanese cities, and projected American casualties of 1 million or more.




In the sixty-odd years since the Okinawa campaign ended, the United States has fought many other battles in many other parts of the world but none as massive, desperate, or brutal. Today’s push-button warfare and weapons of incalculable destructive power have rendered many of the military concepts and tactics employed at Okinawa—as well as the vast legions of men required to activate them—as obsolete on the battlefield as spears, arrows, and stone catapults.




In view of this, it seems doubtful that another battle the likes of Okinawa will ever be fought between America’s armed forces and anybody else’s. Beyond being the last battle of World War II, Okinawa may one day be recalled as the last great human struggle of its size and scope ever waged on Planet Earth.




If so, Jack Armstrong and the scores of his U.S. Army, Navy, and Marine Corps comrades who tell their personal stories in the following pages may be the last human eyewitnesses to a spectacle as vast and soul-searing as was Okinawa in the spring of 1945.




They would tell you—to a man—that they fervently hope so.















CHAPTER ONE 




Building an “Iceberg”










A S WITH MOST  of the Japanese-held islands they assaulted in their long, brutal trek across the Pacific, virtually none of the GIs and Marines assigned to invade Okinawa had ever heard of the place until a few weeks before they landed there.




PFC Gene Sledge, a mortarman in K Company, Third Battalion, Fifth Marine Regiment (K/3/5), first saw the name when a friend showed him a National Geographic map of the Pacific and pointed to an island identified as Okinawa Shima. The very sight of it filled Sledge with foreboding. “Its closeness to Japan assured us of one thing beyond any doubt,” he said. “Whatever else happened, the battle for Okinawa was bound to be bitter and bloody. The Japanese never sold any island cheaply, and the pattern of the war until then had shown that the battles became more vicious the closer we got to Japan.”




“We were expecting the absolute worst at Okinawa,” added PFC Bill Leyden, a fire team leader in K/3/5’s First Rifle Platoon, who, like Sledge, had survived the holocaust of burning amtracks and dead and dying Marines on the beaches of Peleliu the previous September. “And everything the brass told us reinforced that expectation: We were gonna catch holy hell. It was gonna be the toughest landing of the war. We could expect 70 to 80 percent casualties on the beach, and so on.”




As a raw replacement spoiling for his first taste of combat, Leyden had been in the first wave when he went ashore at Peleliu. Now, freshly recovered from a shrapnel wound that almost cost him his left eye—and one of just five combat-tested veterans in his platoon—he was quite satisfied to be in the fifteenth wave at Okinawa.




“I was older now—almost nineteen—and a little smarter, but not necessarily bolder,” recalled the native New Yorker. “I’d figured out that I wasn’t indestructible, after all.”




 




THE HIGH-RANKING  U.S. military leaders who began detailed planning for the Okinawa invasion in early October 1944 picked a seemingly odd code name for what would become the largest land-sea-air assault in American history. For reasons best known to the admirals and generals themselves, the coming fight for temperate, subtropical Okinawa was labeled “Operation Iceberg.”




Just what prompted this choice of names remains a mystery today, even among survivors of the battle. Conceivably, Iceberg could have been selected in hopes of misleading any enemy spies who came across it. Almost everyone on both sides believed an American invasion of Japan’s homeland was just ahead, and some Japanese strategists had long speculated that it might come by way of the Aleutian and Kurile Islands—definitely iceberg country. In fact, thwarting such a U.S. move had been a major motivation for Japan’s seizure of Attu and Kiska, the westernmost islands of the Aleutian chain, in 1942. On the other hand, the Iceberg code name may have been merely a random selection.




Whatever the rationale, the name seemed particularly incongruous to Tech Sergeant Porter McLaughlin, a squad leader in an antitank platoon in the Army’s Seventh Infantry Division. McLaughlin and his buddies had braved miles of oozy tundra, constant bone-chilling cold, vicious arctic winds, and a fanatical enemy to reclaim Attu from its Japanese captors in May 1943.




“A name like Iceberg would’ve fit Attu to a tee,” said McLaughlin, an Oregonian who had later been wounded at Kwajalein and also fought at Leyte. “It was the wettest, coldest, most desolate place I’ve ever been, and hundreds of our guys lost toes and feet to frostbite. But a more appropriate code name for Okinawa would’ve been ‘Operation Inferno.’”




 




OKINAWA IS THE LARGEST ISLAND  of the Ryukyus chain, which curves west in a gradual arc stretching some 750 miles from just south of Kyushu, the southernmost of Japan’s home islands, nearly to Formosa, or Taiwan. It measures sixty miles long and up to eighteen miles wide, but a narrow two-mile “waist”—the Ishikawa Isthmus—separates the rugged, sparsely settled northern two-thirds of the island from the southern third, where the vast majority of its 460,000 inhabitants were concentrated in the spring of 1945.




The quiet, simple Okinawan people held Japanese citizenship and were similar in appearance to the Japanese, yet of an ethnic stock that incorporated Mongol and Chinese influences and of smaller physical stature on average. The Japanese administrators who governed Okinawa generally looked down on the natives as rustic, peasant-class inferiors. Most lived in small villages or in the countryside, earning their living by farming and raising livestock. Below the isthmus, the gently rolling landscape of central Okinawa was dotted with neat farmsteads fringed with forests of banyan, bamboo, and pine and framed by steep ridges and deep ravines. Every acre of arable land was heavily cultivated in such food crops as sweet potatoes, sugar cane, beans, bananas, and rice. Pigs, goats, and chickens were also plentiful, as Marines and GIs with a taste for barbecue were quick to discover.




The island’s capital and only true city was the port of Naha, population about 65,000 as of late 1944, before U.S. air strikes and naval shelling destroyed most of it and scattered its inhabitants. A few modern highways served the Naha area, but other Okinawan towns of consequence, including Shuri, Itoman, and Yonabaru, were connected only by primitive, unpaved roads more suited to ox carts than motor vehicles and virtually impassable during the rainy season.




Less than a century before its invasion by American forces, Okinawa had been a quasi-independent territory which maintained that status by paying hefty tributes to both China and Japan and had almost no contact with the outside world. But in 1853, Commodore Matthew Perry and his squadron of U.S. gunboats made a stop at Naha harbor en route to Yokohama to conclude a trade agreement with Japan’s emperor.




Perry’s visit and the Western influences that followed ignited momentous changes among the Japanese—including an aggressive thirst for territory that led to the annexation of Okinawa in 1879. Yet, prior to World War II, the lifestyle of the average Okinawan remained basically unchanged. At the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, the largest island in the Ryukyus, known in the region as “the Great Loo Choo,” was still virtually unknown in the West except among a few “geographers, historians, and maybe crossword puzzle fans,” as one author put it.




By 1943, however, as the U.S. offensive against Japan intensified, Okinawa began drawing attention from America’s highest-ranking military leaders, up to and including President Franklin Roosevelt. When FDR met in Cairo that year with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and China’s Marshal Chiang Kai-shek, decisions were reached that made Okinawa an increasingly likely target in the Allied grand strategy in the Pacific.




Until the early fall of 1944, however, the official strategic plan, known as Operation Causeway, called for an amphibious assault on Formosa, a target strongly favored by Admiral Ernest J. King, chief of naval operations, rather than Okinawa. The Formosa campaign was already penciled in for early 1945, and no one expected the tough-minded King—a man with a reputation for shaving with a blowtorch and chewing spikes for breakfast—to give up easily on his plan.




But Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, commander in chief of U.S. forces in the Pacific Ocean Area (CinCPOA), had become convinced that Operation Causeway should be scrapped or at least drastically altered. Although he originally supported an invasion of Formosa, Nimitz had grown to fear a disastrously high cost in casualties—up to 150,000 Americans killed or wounded. He also believed that Okinawa would serve as a better springboard for a direct assault on Japan because it was much closer to the home islands than Formosa. Finally, he concluded, control of Okinawa and Iwo Jima would cut off the Japanese from their chief oil supply sources in Burma, Borneo, and Sumatra, creating a severe fuel shortage for enemy ships and aircraft as the war entered its climactic phase.




The showdown between King and Nimitz came at a three-day meeting in San Francisco in early October 1944. At the time, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff were deeply concerned that the prosecution of the war in the Pacific was behind schedule, and Nimitz’s goal at the conference was to sell King on an altered strategy to speed matters up. The strategy called for abandoning the invasion of Formosa, which Nimitz was convinced was too strongly defended to be attacked successfully anytime soon. Instead, Nimitz would propose that Army General Douglas MacArthur’s forces invade Luzon in the Philippines and that other Army and Marine units seize Iwo Jima and Okinawa.




Nimitz knew it was going to be a hard sell, so he prepared a strong, well-documented argument to support his case and brought along several key staff members to back him up. He was joined by Admiral Raymond A. Spruance, who shared command of the U.S. Pacific Battle Fleet with Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey and who was on leave at nearby Monterey. Also accompanying Nimitz were Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner, whose U.S. Tenth Army would draw the Okinawa amphibious assault assignment, and Lieutenant General Millard F. Harmon, overall commander of Air Force units in the Pacific area.




Both Nimitz and Buckner predicted ruinously high casualty rates in an invasion of Formosa, citing as evidence the 17,000 Americans killed and wounded in the fight for Saipan, where U.S. forces faced only 32,000 entrenched Japanese—a small fraction of the enemy force on Formosa. Based on these figures, Buckner estimated that American losses could exceed 150,000 men and seriously weaken U.S. resources in the Pacific.




King, as it turned out, had already seen a logistics report prepared for the Joint Chiefs that raised serious questions about the projected Formosa invasion, and Spruance had told King three months earlier that he supported an assault on Okinawa. Although King raised some tough questions and challenged parts of Nimitz’s plan, he eventually agreed to cancel the Formosa operation in favor of Luzon, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa. Before the meeting adjourned, the grand scheme for the final phase of the Pacific war was in place, and tentative target dates were set for all three landings—December 20, 1944, for Luzon; January 20, 1945, for Iwo Jima; and March 1, 1945, for Okinawa—with the understanding that delay in the timetable might be necessary.




As the conference closed, both Nimitz and King still held out hope that a land battle for the Japanese homeland could be avoided and that the enemy could be battered into submission through massive, systematic air strikes against its cities. If not, however, the only remaining target for invasion after Okinawa would be Japan itself.




 




IN THE EARLY DAYS  of the war, Okinawa had held a minimal—in fact, almost nonexistent—position in Tokyo’s overall defensive strategy. As of late 1941, despite the fact that the Japanese fleet sometimes used Nakagusuku Bay on the east side of Okinawa as an anchorage, the only defense installations on the island consisted of a small naval station and airfield near Naha on the west coast and three artillery batteries manned by about 600 army troops.




Ironically, if the United States had invaded in late 1943, Okinawa probably would have fallen in a matter of hours, although Japanese air and naval forces assuredly would have made it difficult for American forces to hold the island. This situation remained unchanged until the spring of 1944, when the Imperial General Staff belatedly decided to arm the Ryukyus and base the 32nd Japanese Army on Okinawa. At the time, Tokyo still considered this a “rear area” mainly valuable for providing air support and a supply base for its forces in the Philippines and Marianas.




Even at this late date, a notable lack of urgency prevailed. It was June 29, 1944, before the 6,000 troops of the 44th Independent Brigade, the largest of the assigned Japanese army units, reached Okinawan waters aboard the troopship Toyama Maru —only to have it torpedoed beneath them by the U.S. submarine Sturgeon. The troopship sank like a rock, carrying more than 90 percent of the brigade—5,600 soldiers—to the bottom of the ocean. Then, as Imperial Headquarters scrambled to replace the lost brigade, the entire complexion of the Pacific war changed. Within days, American troops captured Saipan after a costly fight and broke through Japan’s outer defensive perimeter in the Marianas. Far from being a relatively secure rear area, as Tokyo now realized, Okinawa stood directly in the path of the relentless U.S. march toward Japan proper.




Frantically, the Japanese rushed four infantry divisions and three independent brigades to Okinawa and other islands in the Ryukyus. They also assigned a tough new commander, Lieutenant General Mitsuru Ushijima, to take charge of the 32nd Army, replacing Lieutenant General Masao Watanabe, who was in failing health and incapable of directing a now-desperate campaign to fortify and hold Okinawa at all costs. Ushijima had served as an infantry commander in Burma in the early stages of the war and had later been appointed commandant of the Japanese Military Academy.




Considering that Ushijima, along with his chief of staff, Lieutenant General Isamu Cho, and his chief planning officer, Colonel Hiromichi Yahara, had barely nine months to prepare for what would be the greatest amphibious assault in American history, they did a remarkable job. They used the time to assemble a well-trained, well-armed 110,000-man fighting force, including 20,000 Okinawan conscripts, and to construct one of the most elaborate and impenetrable systems of natural and man-made defenses the world has ever seen.




While Operation Iceberg took shape on the American side, the Japanese were building their own veritable “iceberg” of coral and concrete within the ridges crisscrossing southern Okinawa. Like its oceanic counterparts, the deadliest portion of this iceberg lay hidden far below the surface—as tens of thousands of GIs and Marines would soon find out.




 




IN SOME RESPECTS,  Ushijima, Cho, and Yahara represented one of the most effective and tactically brilliant teams of combat commanders ever put together by the Japanese army. But they were also a peculiar trio of opposites who frequently disagreed on strategy and whose personalities often clashed mercurially.




With bearing, mannerisms, and clipped mustache vaguely remindful of General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Forces in World War I, Ushijima managed to exemplify both the finest in Samurai tradition and calm, dignified reserve. Always composed and never prone to excess, he remained above the sometimes heated give-and-take over critical issues, allowing members of his staff to thrash them out, then ratifying the decisions he deemed wisest. Yet he also took full responsibility for every order issued, ran an exceptionally well-ordered organization, and was held in the highest esteem by his officers and men.




Cho, by contrast, was an impetuous political extremist with a history of violence and skullduggery. In the early 1930s, as a member of a group of military hotheads who called themselves the Cherry Society, he had joined a plot to murder Japan’s prime minister and replace him with a high-ranking general as dictator. At about this same time, he also advocated threatening the emperor at dagger’s point, if necessary, to establish military rule in Japan. As an officer in virtually any other nation’s army, Cho probably would have been executed for treason. But he had many admirers in the Japanese military—enough to be selected over a number of more experienced generals to become Ushijima’s second in command. He was known for his hard-drinking, high-living, hard-driving style, and while his motives and methods may have been suspect in some quarters, no one ever questioned his personal courage or his ability to lead and inspire his soldiers.




Yahara, meanwhile, was Cho’s direct opposite—a poised, deliberate intellectual whose aloof nature and unwillingness to pursue the failed tactics of banzai warfare made him unpopular with some of his peers but who was recognized as a planning genius even by those who disliked him. Despite the friction that often flared between them, Yahara and Cho also brought a rare kind of balance to Ushijima’s staff. As one history of the battle for Okinawa noted: “Where Cho was impulsive, Yahara was deliberate; where Cho was almost mystically aggressive in the Samurai manner, Yahara was almost maddeningly rational.”




It would fall to Yahara to design and fine-tune the strategy adopted by the 32nd Japanese Army in its defense of Okinawa. It was a strategy that flew in the face of every ingrained Samurai instinct that Cho held dear. But it was also a strategy that worked remarkably well.




Ushijima and his staff accurately guessed where the American landing would take place—on beaches near the village of Hagushi on the west side of the island just below the Ishikawa Isthmus. But under Yahara’s plan, there would be no Japanese defense of the invasion beaches, no strongly fortified delaying points near the water’s edge, and no reckless night-time counterattacks against the American beachhead. As Yahara, who had taken to heart the failure of such tactics at Peleliu and elsewhere, put it in one of his first directives to the 32nd Army: “Hand-to-hand combat with an enemy with superior firepower would be unsuccessful, especially at night.”




Not only would the beaches and several miles of surrounding countryside be ceded to the invaders without resistance, but Okinawa’s two largest and best military airfields, Yontan (aka Yomitan) and Kadena, also would be sacrificed because they were too close to the beaches to be held. Yahara’s only concession was to position a major combat unit among rugged hills near enough to the airfields to keep them within range of Japanese mortars and artillery.




Three rugged ridge systems running roughly east and west across the southern third of Okinawa would form the core of Yahara’s defense, and it was in these ridges that the bulk of the 32nd Army was put to work digging out intricate fortifications from which heavy artillery could strike any point in southern Okinawa and enlarging scores of natural caves into subterranean living quarters for thousands of men. Since the Okinawan hills had long served as a major artillery training center, the terrain was familiar to most Japanese gunners, and ranges and coordinates for many potential target areas were already well established. A network of caves beneath ancient Shuri Castle, which stood on one of the highest points on the island, would form the epicenter of the Japanese defenses and provide a secure haven for Ushijima and his staff that no American bomb or shell could penetrate.




Cho and others fumed over architect Yahara’s meticulous strategy of static defense in depth. They branded it defeatist—and, in a sense, it was. Yahara had no illusions about his army’s ability to hold the three ridge systems forever, and he was fully aware that the better-armed, better-equipped, more numerous Americans would eventually wear down the thinly stretched Japanese defenders. An integral part of his strategy was to hold each major defensive line as long as possible, then make an orderly withdrawal to the next line and repeat the process. Yahara knew full well that the 32nd Army would ultimately be destroyed, perhaps to the last man, and Okinawa would fall. But before it did, its defenders would exact a more fearful price in American blood than a thousand banzai charges could produce—a price possibly high enough to prevent an invasion of the Japanese homeland.




That, in the final analysis, was Yahara’s only goal.




 




ON THE AMERICAN SIDE,  meanwhile, Admiral Nimitz had picked some of his most capable and seasoned commanders to lead Operation Iceberg. Overseeing the long-range logistical planning for the operation was Nimitz’s chief of staff, Rear Admiral Forrest Sherman. Admiral Raymond A. Spruance, whose Task Force 58 had scored the stunning victory at Midway in June 1942, turning the whole tide of the Pacific war in America’s favor, was appointed Iceberg’s officer in charge with the responsibility of protecting the invasion force before and during the battle. Placed in direct command of the amphibious forces was swashbuckling Vice Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner, whose fierce mannerisms were compared to those of a Celtic chieftain by historian Samuel Eliot Morison. Although his irascible nature irritated some of his peers, Turner had served with skill and distinction in similar roles in most of the major island campaigns in the Pacific, dating back to Guadalcanal.




Chosen to lead all ground forces of the U.S. Tenth Army—made up of four Army infantry divisions (the Seventh, 27th, 77th, and 96th) and three Marine divisions (the First, Second, and Sixth)—was Lieutenant General Simon Bolivar Buckner Jr., the handsome, forceful son and namesake of a Confederate Civil War general.




Although this would be his first experience in leading an entire army into combat, “Buck” Buckner was known as a “soldier’s general” who preferred to spend his time at front-line positions rather than his own headquarters, and he was highly respected by his men. Tall and solidly built, with a mane of snow white hair, Buckner also looked the part of a “general’s general,” and he had the experience to back up his appearance. After serving in the Philippines during World War I, he was named commandant at West Point, and later oversaw the U.S. defensive buildup in Alaska and the Aleutians. He had been decorated for “distinguished and meritorious service” for his leadership in recapturing the islands of Attu and Kiska from the Japanese in 1942.




Heading the Marine contingent of the Tenth Army and serving as Buckner’s second in command was Major General Roy S. Geiger, commander of the III Marine Amphibious Corps. Geiger was no stranger to ferocious, cave-busting combat, having been in overall charge of the bloody Peleliu campaign the previous September and October. As such, he had provided a much-needed voice of prudence and reason when other Marine officers were squandering lives in futile frontal assaults on a deeply entrenched enemy. One of the pioneers of Marine aviation, Geiger had also commanded the Corps’ legendary “Cactus Air Force” at Guadalcanal.




Various historians and military observers have placed the total number of Tenth Army personnel at General Buckner’s disposal on the eve of the Okinawa invasion at more than 541,000. But many of these were rear-echelon troops who would never hear a shot fired in anger during the battle, much less fire one themselves. The burden of solving the giant puzzle of Colonel Yahara’s defenses and wresting Okinawa’s high ground from General Ushijima’s troops would rest on an amphibious assault force of just under 183,000 men.




Except for the 27th Infantry Division, which remained understrength after suffering severe losses at Saipan, the other Army divisions had been enlarged from their usual strength of about 15,000 troops to almost 22,000 men each. The three reinforced Marine divisions averaged about 24,000 men apiece. All were seasoned fighting outfits, but each was heavily populated with new replacements untested in combat.




The 27th, a former New York National Guard unit counting only 16,143 men, was held in low regard by some U.S. commanders, who cited, in addition to its low numbers, inadequate training, inexperienced officers, and a subpar performance at Saipan, despite its high number of casualties. The fact that National Guard units were rarely sent into overseas combat also contributed to the decision to designate the 27th as a “floating reserve,” whose primary projected role in the campaign would be to serve as an occupation garrison once the fighting was over.




Nevertheless, the 27th’s commander, Major General George W. Griner, put his veterans and 2,700 new replacements through a rugged regimen of night maneuvers to get them as combat-ready as possible before embarking for Okinawa.




 




NEARLY SIX MONTHS  before the first American ground troops landed on Okinawa, war had descended on the island from the skies, and its civilians had gotten their first bitter taste of the carnage and destruction they were destined to endure in the months ahead.




Early on the morning of October 10, 1944, only a week after the historic meeting between Admirals Nimitz and King in San Francisco, more than 1,000 Hellcat fighters, Helldiver bombers, and Avenger torpedo planes from Admiral Halsey’s carriers struck the first major blow at Okinawa’s defenses. In day-long raids, they ravaged Naha’s port facilities, two major military airfields, and other targets with 500 tons of bombs and thousands of rockets.




According to Japanese records, ten transports, thirty merchant ships, a seaplane tender, a destroyer escort, two minesweepers, four midget submarines, six patrol boats, and eight antiaircraft boats were sunk in the harbor, along with countless small craft. Warehouses containing 300,000 bags of rice—a month’s food supply for the 32nd Army—went up in flames, along with 5 million rounds of rifle and machine-gun ammunition and 10,500 rounds of small-bore artillery, mortar, and antitank ammunition.




Equally important by-products of the air strikes were thousands of aerial reconnaissance photos brought back by the planes. They enabled the Navy’s mapmakers to create the first reasonably reliable scale maps of Okinawa, which would be useful to both infantry and artillery units once the battle at ground level began.




Tragically, the worst destruction and loss of life were inflicted on Okinawan civilians, who had no advance warning of the attacks and were blissfully unaware of any danger. Incendiary bombs dropped by the attacking planes set off uncontrollable wildfires that spread through the flimsy residential neighborhoods of Naha, destroying most of the city’s buildings and killing more than 1,000 men, women, and children.




Fearsome as this toll was, however, it was barely a dribble in the deluge of civilian deaths yet to come.




 




FOR SEAMAN FIRST CLASS  Lester Caffey, the battle for Okinawa began on March 23, 1945—eight full days before the first American troops set foot on the island. That was when Caffey’s ship, the heavy cruiser Wichita, became the first major U.S. vessel to arrive and take up station a few miles off the west-side Hagushi invasion beaches. “The Old Witch,” as she was pridefully known among her crew, was preceded only by the minesweeper Starling, which had cleared a safe pathway into the anchorage.




Caffey’s job as a water tender in a fire room housing one of the eight giant boilers that powered the cruiser’s engines was far from glamorous. But the strapping eighteen-year-old from the Hill Country of southwest Texas didn’t mind the work—and he was good at it. Caffey had scored 398 out of a possible 400 on the required aptitude test to become a Navy fireman, and he’d volunteered for duty in the fire room.




When the big ship was traveling at cruising speed, there wasn’t much for Caffey to do. But when it slowed down, he had to be prepared to reduce the flow of water to the boilers, and when its engines ramped up to flank speed of thirty-two knots, it was his responsibility to see that the boiler produced a steady 650 pounds of steam pressure.




Within the first hour of that first day, Caffey had found himself as busy as he’d ever been during nine-plus months in the Navy. One of the Wichita ’s lookouts had spotted the periscope of a Japanese submarine and sounded the alarm. Moments later, loudspeakers crackled throughout the ship:




“General quarters! General quarters! Torpedo alert!”




Caffey raced for his battle station, stumbling and almost falling as the Wichita ’s captain, Commander D. A. Spencer, ordered the engines to full speed and set the ship on a zigzag course.




The cruiser’s overanxious gun crews opened fire almost immediately, hitting and sinking a nearby buoy by mistake. The sub, however, slipped away after firing a single torpedo at the Wichita.




“That torpedo came right past where I was standing,” Caffey recalled many years later. “It couldn’t have missed us by more than six feet. I saw the bubbles in the water.”




Now, as the sun sank slowly in the West and nightfall approached on March 31—D-Day-minus-1—Caffey stared out over the cruiser’s rail at the massive aggregation of some 1,500 ships that had joined the Wichita off Okinawa since that first day. The crew was still on alert, with lookouts posted fore and aft and gun crews at the ready. Since the sub scare, there’d been two kamikaze attacks and a nightly threat of incursions by enemy frogmen armed with everything from plastic explosives to knives.




Caffey’s thoughts drifted halfway around the world to his family’s farm in the mesquite and scrub cedar hills north of the town of Brady, population 5,002. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself sitting in his dad’s 1940 Chevrolet after church on a December Sunday and listening to a radio program called The Old Fashioned Revival Hour when a strident voice abruptly cut in above the strains of a hymn:




 “We interrupt this program to bring you a special news bulletin from United Press. Planes, identified as Japanese, have attacked Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands, causing widespread damage and loss of life. Please stay tuned for further details as they become available….”




Two and a half years later, on June 6, 1944—D-Day at Normandy—Les had enlisted in the Navy. He was barely three weeks out of high school, and his father, who already had two sons in the service, wasn’t happy when he found out.




“But you’ve got a deferment,” Les’s father told his youngest son, “and the draft board told me you wouldn’t be drafted because your farm work’s vital to the national defense. Besides, I need you around here.”




“Sorry, Dad,” Les said, “but I just think it’s time for me to go.”




That had been six battle stars ago, and Caffey had never regretted his decision. He wondered if he’d still feel the same way by this time the next day.




 




ON MARCH 26,  three days after the Wichita ’s arrival, a dozen U.S. minesweepers began the nerve-wracking job of clearing Japanese mines from the waters around Okinawa—and suffered some of the first casualties of the campaign in the process.




“On March 24, we received a briefing at sea from three naval intelligence officers,” recalled Lieutenant Commander Lewis Lacy, executive officer of the U.S.S. Starling, part of a group of four well-traveled minesweepers that included the Skylark, Sheldrake, and Swallow. “They told us, ‘This is either going to be real easy or real tough, depending on whether the Japs use all their available suicide planes at Okinawa or save them for later. They’ve got 7,000 suicide planes available.’”




Although the Starling fired at two suiciders during the next few days and shot down one that narrowly missed hitting her, the greatest threat to the ship was from the mines it had come to collect. Lacy, a Texan from Fort Worth who’d spent two and a half years in the Pacific after graduating from midshipman school at Northwestern University in the same class with John F. Kennedy, soon learned how tough Okinawa would be.




On the minesweepers’ first morning of action, as they worked their way shoreward from a depth of 150 feet, with the Skylark in the lead and the Starling following close behind, the Skylark struck two mines in rapid succession.




“After the second mine hit her, she sank in eight minutes,” Lacy recalled. “She was the first American ship to go down at Okinawa, but we were able to rescue eighty-eight of her ninety-one crewmen. The other three men were lost, and several of those we rescued were badly hurt.”




By March 30, the Starling had removed 603 mines—each of which was capable of blowing a landing craft to splinters—from the shallows that tens of thousands of invading U.S. troops would have to cross two days later.




 




AS DARKNESS SETTLED  over the sea around Okinawa on the evening of March 31, PFC Harry Bender Jr. felt more jumpy and apprehensive than he’d ever been in all his eighteen years. The closest thing to it, as far as he could remember, had been his first day of school in the fall of 1933.




“That first morning, my sister took me in the front door of the school and I walked straight out the back door without slowing down,” he recalled. “I did the same thing every day for six weeks, and later, when I didn’t get a report card because I’d never been to class, my parents got a little suspicious. Next thing I knew, I was enrolled in another school, and they were watching me like a hawk.”




Now, as one of a bumper crop of untested replacements filling gaps in the ranks of K/3/5 left by the bloodletting at Peleliu, Bender would be facing his first combat the next morning. And for days he’d heard nothing from the company’s veterans except how hellish the upcoming assault was going to be.




 They say it’ll be even worse than Peleliu, and we got the holy shit kicked out of us there,one of the old guys warned.




 Yeah, I hear the Nips’re waitin’ for us behind a ten-foot concrete wall with machine guns every six feet,another chimed in.




By some accounts, it was a minor miracle that Bender had lived long enough to join the Marine Corps on his seventeenth birthday—much less to become the shortest rifleman in the First Platoon, standing just five feet four with his boondockers on.




As anyone who’d known Bender as a kid on the south side of Chicago could attest, he’d been, by his own description, “a royal pain in the ass,” and the only rules he’d followed were his own. His natural penchant for trouble had continued into his teens, when he ran with a group of young street toughs. In fact, his enlistment in the Marines had resulted from an arrangement struck between Chicago juvenile authorities and Bender’s father, Harry Sr., who happened to be chairman of the local draft board. It happened shortly after Harry Jr. and some friends “borrowed” a late-model car for a joyride through the Loop district.




“They gave me a choice,” Bender acknowledged many years later. “I could either join the service or get hauled into juvenile court. The Marines sounded like a whole lot better deal than reform school.”




Partly because of his short stature, Bender had always been a scrapper, and a tradition of combat also ran back through generations of his German-Irish family, whose members had fought in every American war dating back to the Revolution. His father, Harry Sr., a Marine in World War I, had been wounded in France while fighting in five of the six largest battles of that war involving American troops.




Because he was the only man in the first platoon who went to boot camp at San Diego—all the rest had undergone basic training at Parris Island, South Carolina—Bender picked up the nickname “Hollywood.” And although he did bear a faint resemblance to a young Mickey Rooney, anyone who commented on his boyish appearance was asking for a faceful of knuckles.




Few things had frightened Harry Bender Jr. during his brief lifetime, but on that fateful evening, he was forced to admit that he was damned scared—more scared even than he’d been on that first day of school when he was six years old.




There would, after all, be no back door through which to escape when the First Platoon hit the beach the next morning.




 




FIRST LIEUTENANT Quentin “Monk” Meyer’s final thoughts as he drifted toward asleep on the night of March 31 were about his fiancée, Francie Walton, and the letter he’d written her a few evenings earlier. He regretted not getting off another letter before the next day’s landing. One reason he hadn’t was a nagging worry that he’d conveyed too much about his own apprehensions to Francie already.




Several parts of that last letter kept sticking in his mind and making him slightly uneasy:




 I had a nice dream the other night—the first one in a long time that was nice. I arrived home on a large ship with no one else aboard. I was at a big port, and down below you were standing all alone….




Now Meyer wondered whether the “nice dream” had been so nice, after all. In retrospect, he sensed something somber and ominous about it, and it disturbed him that he couldn’t recall how the dream ended.




As his family and close friends well knew, Monk Meyer’s quiet, intense personality stood out in sharp contrast to the high-profile celebrity status he’d enjoyed—or, more correctly, tolerated—for much of his life.




By virtue of arriving in the world a few minutes before his twin brother, Cord, on November 10, 1920, Monk ranked as the eldest of four sons of well-to-do parents who divided their time between New Hampshire and New York City. Later, his mother gave birth to a second set of twins, Thomas and William, and when all four brothers ended up in the Marine Corps in 1944, the distinction had earned them front-page coverage in various U.S. newspapers.




By that time, however, Monk had already been famous around New England as a star halfback for Yale’s 1942 football team and captain of its hockey team. Two years later at Peleliu, as a member of the newly formed Fourth Joint Assault Signal Company (JASCO in military jargon), he’d made what the press termed “the longest broken-field run of his career.”




There had been no green grass or white stripes to mark that one. It was made through an area infested with hundreds of Japanese to reach the battered survivors of a company of Marines cut off from the rest of the First Marine Division, and it culminated with a 500-yard swim under heavy enemy fire. A short time later, Meyer retraced his route through the Japanese gauntlet to reach his own unit, then directed naval gunfire that helped break the siege of the trapped Marines. After the battle, Meyer’s heroic dash earned him the Silver Star and a recommendation for the Navy Cross, and his photo again popped up in newspapers across the country.




Meyer himself would just as soon have had none of it, though. As he’d confided to Francie in that most recent letter:




 I won’t speak of the war. We think it and live it, and it bores me. It interests me only insofar as its length and its cost in good, young lives, but I know one thing for certain. In the next show, I’ll do everything in my power to prevent the slaughter of my men….




But then he’d slipped and written more about it anyway. Probably a lot more than he should have, he thought:




 We’ve been busy shining our swords and girding our loins, both physical and mental. Armageddon is in the air!




As sleep closed over him, Meyer was still wishing he’d been a little less frank and dramatic about his feelings. He particularly wished he could retract that crack about Armageddon.




The last thing he wanted to do was make Francie worry.




 




EXCEPT FOR A FEW Army units assigned to seize several groups of islands off Okinawa’s west coast, the rest of the 541,000 American assault troops and support personnel had little to do on March 31 but wait aboard their troop ships and LSTs and listen to the shuddering rumble of naval gunfire. The shelling had started almost a week earlier and continued, with brief intervals, ever since.




As the day wore on, tension ran high among GIs and Marines scheduled to hit the beaches the next morning. Men took showers, drew rations, exchanged their regular money for “invasion yen,” checked their weapons and gear, and packed their kits. They received final orders from their unit commanders, who reminded them to get off the beaches and move inland as quickly as possible. They were warned about the ten-foot seawall that supposedly ran all the way around the island. It did nothing of the sort, as it turned out, and had been effectively pulverized by the pre-invasion shelling, but it was a primary source of worry among the troops.




As Army PFC Ellis Moore, a member of the 383rd Infantry Regiment of the 96th Division aboard LST 789, put it: “The Navy promised to knock that wall full of holes during their preliminary bombardment, but if they didn’t, it was easy to picture us being picked off one by one by the Japs as we crawled over the top.”




Everybody knew the next morning was going to be tough. According to word filtering down through the ranks, the assault units could expect to face the most viciously contested landing of the war. Reveille would come at 3:45A .M., earlier yet for those who wanted to attend religious services. It was Easter Sunday, after all. It was also April Fool’s Day. In the spirit of one occasion or the other—perhaps both—the top brass weren’t calling tomorrow D-Day. It had been dubbed “Love Day” instead.




The men were advised to hit the sack soon after supper. “You’ll need all the rest you can get,” they were told. Most of them did so, but many had difficulty sleeping.




The prelude to Okinawa was over. The main event loomed just beyond tomorrow’s dawn.




 




ON THE EVENING of March 30—Good Friday and Love-Day-minus-2—Gunner’s Mate Third Class Hank Kalinofsky, captain of a twin-mount 40-millimeter antiaircraft battery on the rocket ship LSM(R) 198, had done something he knew no good Catholic boy should ever do: He’d eaten a huge turkey dinner and enjoyed every bite of it. Afterward, he felt an oppressive sense of having offended the Almighty.




 I’m going to hell for sure,he thought. But, man, that turkey was delicious!




His attempts to rationalize his misdeed only caused his worries to deepen. Catholics were forbidden to eat meat even on ordinary Fridays, and to violate that rule on Good Friday itself, one of the holiest days of the year, surely had to rank among the most unforgivable of sins.




The events that followed did nothing to ease Kalinofsky’s mind. The LSM(R) 198 was one of a dozen rocket ships built especially for the Okinawa campaign. With the capability of firing 1,100 five-inch rockets within a span of about five minutes, each of the ships packed incredible firepower. They’d sailed together all the way from Charleston, South Carolina, to join the fight, but by Love-Day-minus-1, one of them, the LSM(R) 197, had already been destroyed by a kamikaze, and the suicide attacks were growing more frequent.




With most of their deck space taken up by 110 rocket launchers, their limited antiaircraft capability left the rocket ships highly vulnerable to the suiciders. As the man in charge of one of the 198 ’s main AA weapons, Kalinofsky was as exposed to danger by kamikazes as any man on the ship. He tried not to dwell on that fact, but a worrisome question lingered in his mind:




 Was this how God would choose to take His retribution against a gluttonous Good Friday sinner?




On Easter Sunday—Love Day at Okinawa—the twenty-four-year-old sailor from the coal-mining town of Edwardsville, Pennsylvania, was at his battle station before daybreak, still bothered by his transgression and the possible consequences. Someone handed Kalinofsky a sandwich, and he remembered telling himself: “I’m not likely to get another chance to eat for a long time. This will probably be breakfast and lunch and maybe dinner, too.”




Then, suddenly, kamikazes were everywhere, streaking in low against the dawning sky, and Kalinofsky and the other gunners were throwing hundreds of rounds per minute at them. As he tried to hold his sandwich with one hand, the concussion from his twin-mount 40s jarred it from his grip, and he dropped it. In an instant, the sandwich was gone forever, probably into the sea. Kalinofsky felt a flash of chagrin, followed by a peculiar sense of relief.




 Is this my only punishment for eating meat on Good Friday?he wondered. Are we even now, God?




Detecting no answer from above to his inquiries, he shut his mind to everything but the bucking twin 40s and the next approaching kamikaze.




As terrifying as they were to close-up observers like Kalinofsky, the suicide attacks that morning were actually scattered and sporadic compared to the kamikaze onslaught to be launched by the Japanese a few days later.




It would be the most massive suicide offensive the world has ever seen. Each day for weeks to come, Kalinofsky would wonder if his “sin” had truly been forgiven—or if his Maker had something far more terrible in store for him.




 




BECAUSE OF STRICT Navy orders to keep all ground troops confined below decks beneath locked hatches when air attacks were imminent, Marine Tech Sergeant Walt McNeel didn’t see a single kamikaze plane that morning. But he heard several, and each of them sounded as if it was headed straight for the hold of McNeel’s troop ship. While there may have been sound reasoning behind the Navy’s rule, it made many of the captives feel more helpless than if they’d been able to see the danger coming.




“We were trapped like a bunch of blind rats down there,” said McNeel, who headed a repair crew for the Grumman F6F Hellcats of Marine night-fighter squadron VMF(N)-542. “It seemed ten times worse than being on deck and actually watching those planes come in.”




The only word on what was happening outside had to be relayed by radio to squadron personnel by a Marine chaplain, who was allowed on the bridge, but usually, by the time the chaplain reported, the danger was past.




McNeel was a seasoned veteran whose older brother, Dave, a rifleman in the First Marines, had been killed at Peleliu and posthumously awarded a Silver Star. Walt himself had come under enemy fire more than once in the past—and fully expected to come under it again once the squadron went ashore—but he could never remember anything as terrifying as this.




The worst part of all, he thought, was that the brass estimated it would take a week or more to secure the Yontan airfield, where the squadron would be assigned. Until then, McNeel and the other ground crewmen would remain confined in the bowels of the ship, listening to the crackle of the chaplain’s voice on the radio, and waiting. And wondering:




 Will I live to set foot on dry land again, or will I die right here in this steel coffin?




 




ON LOVE DAY MORNING, one group of Marine infantrymen, angered and nervous because blowers used to circulate air in their ship’s hold were turned off when electrical power was shifted to the antiaircraft batteries, started cursing and yelling at the sailors manning the locked hatches:




“We’ll smother in this damned place! By God, let us out of here!”




“Sorry,” the sailors replied, “we’ve got orders to keep this hatch dogged down.”




PFC Gene Sledge, one of the Marines nearest the hatch, joined the uproar, and he and several others tried to loosen the clamps that held it shut. The sailors on the other side immediately retightened the clamps, but, as more desperate Marines threw themselves into the struggle, their combined efforts proved too much for the sailors.




“One of the sailors got pushed over and rolled across the deck,” Sledge recalled. “In an instant, we were all outside breathing in the fresh air.”




The only officer within sight, a young Navy ensign with a .45 automatic on his belt, tried in vain to corral the escapees. When the Marines ignored his shouted orders to return to their quarters, the ensign began threatening them with mass courts-martial. Finally, a friend of Sledge’s spoke up:




“Sir, we’re gonna hit that beach in a little while, and a lot of us may not be alive an hour from now. We’d rather take a chance on getting hit by a Jap plane out here than go back in there and smother to death.”




The ensign glared at the man for a moment, then turned and fled toward the bridge. That was the last the Marines saw of him. A few minutes later, some of their own officers showed up.




“Grab your gear, and stand by to go down the nets,” they said. “The boats are waiting.”




It was almost a relief.















CHAPTER TWO 




“Like a Stroll in the Park”










W HERE THE HELL are the Japs?”




It was a question repeated countless times on Love Day at Okinawa. By 8:30A .M. on that Easter morning, April 1, 1945, when those in the first waves of the 183,000 U.S. Marine and U.S. Army troops in the assault echelon reached shore, they’d heard so many dire warnings repeated so often by their officers and NCOs that every man was expecting the worst experience of his life.




But with rare, isolated exceptions, men of the First and Sixth Marine Divisions, landing on the northernmost portions of the invasion beaches, stepped ashore into an eerie quiet, broken only by an occasional rifle shot or mortar round. Then they began moving cautiously inland with no evidence of organized enemy resistance.




Crewmen of the First Marine Tank Battalion’s heavily armored Sherman tanks were among the first to reach shore and make the incredible discovery that their landing was unopposed.




When the landing craft carrying his Sherman reached Blue Beach Two, and Corporal Jack H. Armstrong got his first close-up look at what was happening ashore—or, more correctly, what wasn’t happening—his reaction was confused astonishment.




 There’s got to be some mistake here,he thought. Are we landing on the wrong island? If this is Okinawa, where’s all the bodies and wrecked vehicles? Where’s all the cannon fire and mortars?




Armstrong’s Sherman—bearing the self-confident nickname “Ticket to Tokyo”—rumbled onto the beach and negotiated a break in the seawall without difficulty or opposition. He wondered if the Japanese were playing some kind of devious April Fool’s trick, but as tank commander, he knew he had no choice but to plunge ahead.




“I hate to sound superstitious,” he told his driver, Corporal Harlan Stephan, “but this is almost as scary as being shot at. You see any sign of the enemy?”




“I don’t see a doggone thing,” Stephan replied.




“Me neither,” said Corporal Alvin Tenbarge, the assistant driver. “It’s quiet as a church out there.”




“Yeah,” said Armstrong, “or maybe a graveyard.”




Up and down the shoreline, other Shermans of the battalion were experiencing the same absence of resistance. Even so, when Armstrong’s crew hurriedly climbed out to remove the tank’s flotation pontoons and engine covers, the men couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was sneaking up to attack them from behind. Armstrong kept glancing over his shoulder, and he noticed other crew members doing the same.




“Let’s get rolling,” Armstrong said. “I feel downright naked out here.”




 




“THE LANDING’S UNOPPOSED! Looks like the Nips have taken a powder!”




Amtrack and Higgins boat crews quickly passed the word back to succeeding waves of assault troops streaming toward the beach. Many battle-hardened veterans reacted at first with guarded cynicism, then with shocked disbelief.




“We walked off our amtracks standing up,” said PFC Bill Leyden, a fire team leader in the First Marine Division’s K/3/5 who had witnessed a fearsome slaughter on the beach at Peleliu a few months earlier, where dozens of landing craft were destroyed before reaching shore. “It was the damnedest thing you ever saw. None of us could believe it.”




“Man, I’ve had ‘R-and-R’ assignments tougher than this,” remarked Sergeant R. V. Burgin, as he perched on the gunwale of the amtrack carrying his K/3/5 mortar squad toward shore. With two major battles under his belt, Burgin was recalling a pest hole of mud, rats, and rotten coconuts in the Russell Islands called Pavuvu, where the division had been sent to lick its wounds after a tough fight at Cape Gloucester on New Britain.




“If Hillbilly Jones was here, he’d probably be breakin’ into song about now,” said PFC George Sarrett, a fellow Texan sitting next to Burgin, referring to a musically talented young lieutenant named Ed Jones, killed by a sniper at Peleliu.






[image: image]









“Yeah, and he’d have everybody else singin’ along, too,” Burgin said. “You know the words to anything?”




“‘Little Brown Jug,’” said Sarrett. “It’s about the only thing I can carry a tune to.”




“Well, let’s hit it,” Burgin said.




They started out tentatively and off-key, but after a few seconds, several other guys chimed in, and before long, a full chorus of robust voices was echoing across the calm water:






 If I had a cow that gave such milk, I’d dress her in the finest silk,




 Feed her on the choicest hay, milk her fifty times a day.




 Ha-ha-ha! You and me! Little brown jug, how I love thee…







 




YIELDING TO THE COAXING of his squad mates and joining the chorus, PFC Gene Sledge vividly recalled his own baptism of fire at Peleliu the previous September, and he marveled at how different today was. As the amtrack bumped against the beach, he could see thousands of men going unhurriedly about their business in dispersed combat formations while thousands more approached aboard hundreds of crowded landing craft.




When his amtrack was about fifty yards from the beach, Sledge had seen two Japanese mortar shells explode well to his left, sending up geysers of seawater but causing no damage. Sledge had tensed, expecting more rounds to follow, but those were the only enemy shells he saw fired that morning.




“We continued to look at the panorama around our amtrack with no thought of immediate danger as we came up out of the water,” Sledge later recalled. “The tailgate banged down. We calmly picked up our gear and walked onto the beach.”




Corporal Charles “Red” Womack, a squad leader in charge of three two-man flamethrower teams in Weapons Company, Third Battalion, Fifth Marines, literally couldn’t believe his eyes as he crossed the beach. “We were expecting something every step,” said the Peleliu veteran from McComb, Mississippi, “but nothing happened. There wasn’t a sign of any Japs.”




Much of the dreaded Okinawa seawall, which American troops had been led to believe would claim countless lives, had been pulverized by naval gunfire until it was little more than waist-high in many places and virtually nonexistent in others. The Marines scrambled across it easily without slowing down.




“On the part of the beach where I was, there was no sign of the wall,” said Corporal Sterling Mace, a fire team leader in K/3/5’s Third Platoon. “They’d told us we’d have to go over that wall on ladders, but it had been totally destroyed.”




Like virtually all the veterans in the early waves, Mace proceeded quickly and stayed alert. Since losing his best buddy to a sniper’s bullet on Peleliu, the twenty-year-old from Queens, New York, wasn’t nearly as easygoing as he’d once been.




“You can’t take anything for granted in a situation like this,” he told PFC Bob Whitby, who was seeing his first action despite being an “old guy” of twenty-eight with a wife and twin daughters back home in Solon, Ohio. “The Nips are always full of tricks, and you can bet they’ve got something up their sleeves.”




The only sign of the enemy they saw that morning, however, was the grisly remains of a squad of Japanese soldiers scattered around a yawning crater left by the fourteen-inch shell from a U.S. battleship that had killed them.




“The hole must’ve been twenty feet in diameter,” Mace said, looking back on the sight from many years later, “and the bodies were all over the place. I started looking at their weapons, and for a second, I had a feeling of relief.”




 Look at the junk they’ve got for rifles,he thought. Jeez, they look like something left over from the Civil War!




Then the realization sank in on Mace. “These weren’t old-fashioned long-barrel rifles,” he said. “They were ordinary weapons, except for one thing—every one of their wooden stocks had been stripped cleanly away by the force of the blast.”




As the platoon moved cautiously east, leaving the beach and the bodies behind, the skirmish line in which they’d started their advance seemed unnecessary, and they formed up in a column of fives to quicken their pace. Ahead of them lay green fields, garden plots lush with crops, a scattering of neat houses with tile roofs—and not a trace of other Japanese.




 Damned pretty country,Mace thought. Nothing at all like Peleliu. He relaxed a little in spite of himself.




 




PFC HARRY BENDER, setting foot on enemy soil for the first time, was dismayed but heartened by the almost total absence of Japanese resistance. Some of the other replacements were starting to crack jokes about how easy the landing had been.




“What’s so tough about this?” Bender heard one of them snort. “So far, it’s like a stroll in the park.”




“Just stay alert and don’t get cocky,” advised Sergeant Leonard “Hook” Ahner, Bender’s squad leader. “You wouldn’t want to die laughing.”




The levity faded abruptly. Every guy in the First Platoon admired Ahner and held the lanky, laconic Hoosier from Huntington, Indiana, in the highest esteem. Bender, for one, wasn’t nearly ready to take matters so lightly, anyway.




“What do you think this means?” Bender asked Leyden as they headed toward a pastoral tableau of rolling hills, cultivated fields, and stands of pine. The scene before them was so tranquil that it looked more like a painted backdrop for a movie than a real-life combat zone. “What’re the Japs up to?”




“Who knows?” Leyden said. “But it makes me think back to something our drill instructor was always drumming into our heads in boot camp.”




“What’s that?” asked Bender.




“‘Anytime your attack’s going too well, you’d better watch your ass. Chances are, you’re walking into an ambush.’”




 




IRONICALLY, while most of the beachhead was as quiet as a church, Love Day morning was a far different story for some 600 Army troops manning heavy artillery eight miles away on Keise Shima, a group of four tiny coral islets off Okinawa’s west coast.




Two battalions of the 532nd Field Artillery had risked their lives five days earlier to set up two dozen 155-millimeter cannon on Keise Shima to support the U.S. landing. The first part of the morning was uneventful, but when the landing turned out to be unopposed, the big guns of the 532nd were assigned other targets.




“We fired between 300 and 400 rounds on D-Day,” said PFC Ed K. Austin, “and for most of the time, we were also under return fire from the Japanese.”




On March 28, the day Austin and his comrades had landed on Keise Shima, they’d run into serious trouble from the get-go. Infantry units of the 77th Division had swept over the four islets the previous day to find them undefended, unoccupied, and apparently abandoned by the Japanese. Some thirty-six hours later, however, the enemy had abruptly changed his mind. By then, the infantry was gone and the artillerymen—with scant experience in close-quarter combat—were on their own.




The “long toms” of the 532nd were the largest-caliber land-based weapons in the Army’s arsenal, and Keise Shima was ideally located to rain their fire on enemy beach defenses. Before the gun crews and equipment made it ashore, however, their LST became hopelessly hung up on a coral reef fifty yards offshore, stranding them in a highly vulnerable position.




“There we sat,” said Austin, “with a shipload of shells and powder and no way to get them on land. We were stuck there for six or seven hours, but fortunately the Japs never fired a single shot at us during that time.”




The guns themselves were lashed to small landing barges being towed by the LST, and, in Austin’s words, the barges “went all cockeyed” when they hit the reef, making it impossible to unload them. In desperation, Austin and his mates eventually solved the problem by blowing holes in the barges with Thompson sub-machine guns and sinking them in shallow water, thereby stabilizing them sufficiently to manhandle the guns ashore.




However, the trouble was only beginning for the 532nd, a specialized “floating” regiment unattached to any of the Army or Marine divisions involved in the campaign. On the night of March 29, the Japanese—belatedly reconsidering their decision to give up Keise Shima without a fight—utilized a squadron of small boats to launch a fierce counterattack.




“We weren’t in very good shape to play like infantry,” recalled Austin, a strapping youngster from the high plains of West Texas. “We had four regular .50-caliber machine guns and one four-barrel quad-50 used mostly for antiaircraft. But the Japs overran the quad-50 and killed one of our guys. Luckily, another guy was able to put the gun on single-shot mode before he had to haul out of there. This meant it could only fire one round at a time instead of a steady stream. If the Japs had known how to fix it, they could’ve annihilated us.”




Except for the machine guns, the only other usable weapons available to the American defenders were much-despised .30-caliber Browning carbines known derisively as “peashooters” because of their inferiority to the M-1 rifle. The lightweight carbines were routinely issued to members of artillery units and mortar squads—who seldom had occasion to fire them in combat—because they were easier to carry for men encumbered with heavy ammo and other gear than the deadly accurate, semiautomatic M-1.




“With the help of Navy ships firing star shells, we held our positions all night,” Austin said. “At dawn, the Japs jumped back in their little boats and pulled out—and then the Navy really clobbered them. I don’t think any of them got away.”




Before departing, however, the Japanese inflicted numerous casualties, and Love Day brought even greater losses.




“We were assigned to knock out a communications tower in the city of Naha,” said Austin, “and when we began firing at it, the Japs started firing back. They already had our positions zeroed in and knew all the coordinates, so it was pretty tough for a while.”




One Japanese heavy artillery round exploded in a gun pit housing the 532nd’s headquarters company, killing everyone in it, including numerous officers. Another shell landed squarely in the middle of the gun pit containing Austin’s gun crew, but it was a dud.




“Jap antiaircraft batteries were firing at us, too,” Austin recalled, “but they were mostly a nuisance, and we kept shooting. Lots of times, we didn’t know what we were shooting at. We just kept the shells flying.”




 




ALL THE SPEARHEADING assault waves of the battle-hardened First Marine Division, which had started the U.S. offensive march across the Pacific at Guadalcanal in August 1942, were ashore intact in less than ten minutes. By 9:30A .M. on Love Day, an hour after the division’s amtracks plowed onto the Blue and Yellow Beaches, elements of the division’s Seventh and Fifth Marine Regiments had passed effortlessly through the deserted village of Sobe, expected to be a hotspot of Japanese resistance, without sighting a single enemy soldier. The division’s other infantry regiment, the First Marines, was being held in reserve.




“We advanced inland, and I neither heard nor saw any Japanese fire directed against us,” PFC Gene Sledge recalled. “As we moved across the small fields and gardens onto higher elevations, I could see troops of the Sixth Marine Division heading toward the big Yontan airfield on our left.”




After quickly securing the Green and Red Beaches at the north end of the beachhead, the Sixth Marine Division seized Yontan—one of the two most valuable military airbases on Okinawa—without firing a shot. By then, even cynical Peleliu veterans were beginning to feel more comfortable.




“Man, look at them pigs,” said Sergeant Hook Ahner, nudging PFC Bill Leyden in the ribs and pointing toward a hog pen in an abandoned barnyard. “If things stay quiet, maybe we can have us some roast pork.”




Leyden, who’d been born and raised in Brooklyn, frowned, then smiled uncertainly at his friend and squad leader. As a confirmed city boy, he had a hard time making the connection between the dirty, grunting animal in the pen and a plateful of pork chops.




“I’m sure it beats K-rations,” Leyden said.




“Hey, listen,” said Sergeant Ted “Tex” Barrow, a burly veteran from somewhere east of Dallas, “roast pig’s some of the best eatin’ you’ll find anywhere.”




“You guys’re making me hungry,” Leyden said. He unshouldered his pack and reached inside for one of the steak-and-egg sandwiches he’d constructed that morning from the untouched breakfasts of queasy replacements at his shipboard table.




Steak and eggs was the traditional “warrior’s meal” served to Marine assault troops by Navy cooks before every amphibious landing, but many men facing their first combat could barely keep down a few sips of coffee, much less solid food. So after cleaning his own plate and securing a supply of bread, the enterprising Leyden had made the rounds of newcomers to the First Platoon, repeating the same question:




“You gonna eat that?”




Most shook their heads or mumbled something about not having much appetite.




“Well, hell, hand it here then,” Leyden had told them. “Before this show’s over, you’ll learn to appreciate fresh meat and real eggs!”




 




NEAR THE CENTER of the beachhead and a hundred or so yards to the right of where PFC Gene Sledge, Sergeant R. V. Burgin, and the rest of the singers in the K/3/5 mortar section landed, a small river emptied into the sea. Identified on military maps as the Bishi Gawa, the stream formed the dividing line between the northern beaches occupied by the two Marine divisions and the southern half of the beachhead, where Army troops of the Seventh and 96th Divisions were simultaneously pouring ashore.




Like the Marines to the north, the GIs were encountering virtually zero resistance on the Purple, Orange, White, and Brown Beaches. At almost exactly 8:30A .M. on Love Day, amphibious tanks of the 96th “Deadeye” Division roared through yawning cavities blown by Navy guns in the portion of the seawall along White Beach One. Moments later, infantry troops of the division’s 381st and 383rd Regiments jumped off their amtracks and followed.




By the time they were joined a short time later by reserve troops of the 382nd Regiment, the beachhead was swarming with activity. Corporal Don Dencker of L Company, a mortar squad leader from Minneapolis, described the scene that confronted him as he disembarked:




“Amphibious trucks [known as “Ducks” or DUKWs] were bringing in supplies, and tank and artillery units were already ashore supporting the 381st Infantry. The Corps of Engineers beach party was unloading incoming supplies and generally maintaining order in the beach zone, which ran 500 yards or more inland.”




Dencker had been concerned on the inbound trip aboard the amtrack because his unit was understrength, counting just 168 men instead of the 193 specified for an Army rifle company. The manpower shortage was caused by the diversion to Europe of promised new replacements to fill gaps left by the heavy casualty toll in the Battle of the Bulge.




When Dencker and his squad mates saw what was happening ashore, however, they were surprised and relieved. Numerous shell craters had been left by the Navy’s preinvasion bombardment, but, otherwise, the busy beachhead bore no evidence of violent warfare. Having gone through weeks of hard fighting with the Deadeye division in the Philippines, Dencker was no stranger to combat, but he’d never encountered a situation to compare to this one.




“We could hear a limited amount of small-arms firing some distance inland,” he said, “but nothing was in the sky except for a few of our planes flying protective cover.”




Some of that firing likely came from the rifle company of Deadeyes led by Captain Alvin E. von Holle of Cincinnati, which was among the first American units to discover that Okinawa wasn’t quite a total cakewalk, after all. The company had been approaching the foot of a ridge about two miles inland when enemy snipers opened fire from a small cave. Several of von Holle’s men were wounded, and the rest scrambled for cover. As they did, they noticed a white flag flying from a tripod on a high point on the ridge. The flag apparently marked an abandoned enemy command post, which the snipers were now using as a hiding place.




The GIs returned the fire with BARs, tommy guns, and M-1s, quickly silencing the snipers, and von Holle took a close look at the first enemy bodies he’d seen since Leyte. Then he glanced up at the thirty-foot bamboo flagpole on the ridge and thought of the folded three-by-four-foot American flag he’d been carrying around for more than two years. He’d passed up various opportunities to raise the flag, but this one seemed too perfect to miss.




Von Holle pulled the flag out of his shirt, and, with the help of three of his men, Lieutenant James Redden, Sergeant Albert Janick, and PFC George Churchill, he ripped down the Japanese flag and replaced it with the Stars and Stripes. As they finished hoisting it to the top of the pole, civilian news correspondent Bill Land happened by to record the event for posterity.




“Half an hour later,” Land wrote, “the men of the company were on their way…leaving the first American flag flying over Okinawa.”




Whether it actually was the first may be open to debate—but it definitely wouldn’t be the last.




 




AMILE OR SO NORTH of the flag-raising site, soldiers of the “Hourglass” Seventh Infantry Division were landing on the Purple and Orange Beaches, again without incident. By 9:30A .M., they’d advanced to a railroad track roughly halfway between the beaches and Kadena airfield, and their tanks were across the seawall and moving steadily inland.




Like their Marine comrades, the Hourglass GIs were now grinning and elated by their unexpected good fortune. As one relieved Seventh Division rifleman expressed it on safely reaching the crest of a small hill: “I’ve already lived longer than I thought I would.”




Yet he and his comrades couldn’t help asking themselves that same nagging question:




“Where are the Japanese?”




At the moment, no one knew the answer.




 




SIX MORNINGS EARLIER, PFC William Kottas and the other thirty members of his Army rifle platoon had had no reason to ask that question. They’d found more than enough Japanese to suit them when they’d landed on a craggy speck of land in the East China Sea and fired some of the first shots of the last and largest military operation of World War II.




At 8:30A .M. on March 26, while most U.S. amphibious assault troops still languished aboard their ships, Kottas and his comrades from the 77th Division’s 306th Infantry Regiment had grounded their three small boats on an island some fifteen miles west of Okinawa. Their objective was one of a group of nine islands known collectively as the Kerama Retto. None of the GIs knew this particular island’s name at the time, but as they headed inland from a quiet beach, they quickly found out where the Japanese were—they were all around them.




Since dawn, twelve-inch shells from the 1912-vintage battleship Arkansas had blistered the Keramas relentlessly, and other Navy ships and carrier-based planes had joined the “softening-up” bombardment. From the sound and fury of it, Kottas caught himself thinking that any Japanese troops on the island must be either hiding in fear or already dead.




Then he heard a rustle in the thicket in front of him, and the twenty-four-year-old ex–farm boy from Nebraska froze in his tracks, his rifle poised with fixed bayonet.




“Whatsa matter?” whispered PFC Shorty Detore, Kottas’s fire team buddy, crouching close beside him.




“Something in the brush,” Kottas said. “Didn’t you hear it?”




Detore, an Italian kid from New York City who was barely taller than the Browning automatic rifle he clutched, shook his head.




A split second later, three Japanese soldiers leaped out of the undergrowth. Detore raised his BAR and fired a pair of short bursts over Kottas’s head as two of the soldiers ran toward them. The third Japanese was on top of Kottas before he could level his M-1, so he used his bayonet instead.




The Japanese were supposed to be exceptional bayonet fighters, and Kottas had seen evidence of their deadly skill during combat on Leyte in the Philippines. But this time the wiry Nebraskan struck first, driving his blade to the hilt in the enemy soldier’s abdomen just below the rib cage, then ripping upward with all the force he could muster.




The Japanese went down hard with a muffled, gagging scream, and blood gushed as Kottas tried to pull the bayonet out of the enemy soldier’s body. When the bayonet refused to budge, he unfastened it from the rifle barrel and left it where it was. The Japanese clawed spasmodically at the blade and made gurgling sounds for a second or two. Then he stopped moving altogether.




Kottas heard Detore panting at his elbow. “You okay?”




“I think so,” Kottas said. He stared for a moment at the man he’d just killed, then at the bullet-riddled bodies of the two other Japanese. No more than a minute later, as his rush of adrenaline ebbed, he began to shake uncontrollably.




 




BY MIDAFTERNOON, the small island—Kottas never did learn its name—had been secured. Meanwhile, other units of the 305th and 306th Infantry Regiments were running into stiffer resistance on other islands in the Kerama Retto. About 400 Japanese troops were on the island of Zamami; some 200 others occupied Aka Island, and about 75 Japanese held Geruma. Many were members of enemy Sea Raider Squadrons assigned to attack American ships with hundreds of small boats hidden around the islands.




Several companies of the 305th Infantry charged ashore at Aka and advanced quickly across the island, using grenades and satchel charges to blast Japanese defenders out of scattered earthworks. By 5:00P .M. on March 26, they counted 58 enemy dead, and they had secured two-thirds of the island.




The going was tougher on Zamami, where the Japanese garrison remained in hiding all day, then attacked Company C of the 305th repeatedly between midnight and daybreak of March 27. With the help of two wounded buddies who passed him ammunition, PFC John D. Word used a dead comrade’s BAR to single-handedly fight off three enemy attacks. Nearby, Sergeants John Galinsky and Patrick Gavin led a handful of other GIs in retaking a captured American machine gun and killing a half-dozen Japanese who were trying to turn the weapon on U.S. positions. By sunup, the surviving Japanese attackers had melted away, leaving twenty-seven dead behind.




About nine o’clock that same morning, William Kottas’s platoon and the rest of the First and Second Battalions of the 306th Infantry hit a second target island just to the east. This one was Tokashiki, the largest landmass in the Keramas. It was also where Kottas’s luck temporarily ran out.




It took until March 30 to complete the conquest of Tokashiki and send the surviving members of its 500-man garrison, most of whom were Korean labor conscripts, scattering into the brushy hills. Enemy resistance was mainly in the form of sporadic mortar fire that caused only a handful of American casualties. Among that handful, however, was Kottas, who took a chunk of shrapnel in the hip and another across the bridge of his nose when a mortar shell exploded a few yards away.




As he lay in an aid station awaiting evacuation to the hospital ship Solace, Kottas was more stunned and sickened by the carnage he’d witnessed among some of the 6,000 civilian inhabitants of the Keramas than by his own wounds.




“The Japs had told the civilians on those islands that we’d skin the men alive, butcher the babies, and rape the women,” Kottas recalled many years later, “and, God help them, they believed it. They killed themselves by the hundreds.”




By nightfall on March 30, D-Day for the largest military air, sea, and land operation ever conducted by America’s military was still a day and a half away, but, in a very real sense, the battle for Okinawa had already been joined.




 




IN CONTRAST to the hard fighting in the Keramas, first-day casualties on Okinawa were nonexistent in many units, and incredibly low overall, considering that by nightfall on April 1, some 60,000 American troops were in secure control of all the west-side beaches and two major airfields. Some units had penetrated as much as three or four miles inland. The day’s final casualty report showed 28 men killed, 104 wounded, and 27 missing, and many of these losses had resulted from accidents, so-called “friendly fire,” or intentional self-inflicted wounds, rather than from hostile action.




Before the assault, military doctors and the Navy corpsmen and Army medics who assisted them had been warned repeatedly to be ready to treat the greatest number of dying and severely wounded Americans yet seen in any Pacific battle. To handle this bloody chore, a number of LSTs—large landing ships capable of transporting tanks and other mechanized equipment as well as men—had been designated as temporary floating hospitals. As soon as these LSTs disembarked their complements of tanks and amtracks, their tank decks were to be hurriedly cleared, cleaned, and outfitted with medical equipment and cots. Within minutes after the first waves of assault troops landed, small boats would begin ferrying the wounded back to the LSTs and tie up to specially rigged, pontoon-supported piers just outside the bow doors of the ships. But an hour passed, then another, and only a small trickle of wounded showed up. Some of the improvised hospital ships had no one at all to treat.




In The Old Breed, his classic history of the First Marine Division, author George McMillan cites the case of one anxiously waiting surgeon whose only patient on Love Day morning was a young Marine with a profusely bleeding finger.




“One of my buddies fired one and shot the top of my finger off,” the Marine said.




Still expecting a heavy influx of more serious wounds, the surgeon told a corpsman to dress the Marine’s finger and went to lunch. Later, the doctor came back out to the pier where the lone Marine was still waiting. He gazed once more toward shore, but there was still no sign of any other wounded.




“Come on,” he finally told the man with the hurt pinkie, “let’s go make you a new finger. You’re very lucky that I’ve got the time to do it.”




 




NOT ALL THE CASUALTIES occurred accidentally, however.




Shortly after Tech Sergeant Porter McLaughlin led his Seventh Division antitank platoon ashore, he heard two distinct rifle shots. When he ran to investigate, he found two men from Headquarters Company, Second Battalion, 32nd Infantry Regiment, writhing in pain on the ground.




“What happened here?” McLaughlin demanded.




“The damned fools shot each other, Mac,” said Sergeant George Murphy, McLaughlin’s best buddy and one of his squad leaders. “I swear to God they squared off and deliberately shot each other in the leg.”




McLaughlin, a burly onetime amateur wrestler who had worked as a commercial fisherman before the war, immediately recognized one of the men as a habitual troublemaker with whom McLaughlin had tangled several times in the past. The guy had been court-martialed at least twice, once for slugging a noncommissioned officer and once for allegedly raping a Filipino girl. He’d threatened to kill McLaughlin one night until the platoon sergeant had jammed a .45 into the man’s belly and caused him to have second thoughts.




As the two wounded men were being helped onto stretchers, Lieutenant John J. McQuillan, commander of E Company, to which McLaughlin’s antitank platoon was attached, arrived on the scene and asked what was going on.




“They must’ve wanted out of the war pretty bad,” Murphy said.




“As I hear it, they deliberately shot each other.”




McQuillan stared at the wounded pair and shook his head. “When I think of all the good men we’ve lost in this outfit, these jerks make me sick,” he said. “Get ’em outta here. I can’t stand to look at ’em.”




 




THE FIRST MARINE TANK BATTALION consisted of three companies, each made up of fifteen M4A2 and M4A1 Sherman tanks, fifteen five-man crews, several dozen reserve crewmen, mechanical and supply sections, and a headquarters company headed by Lieutenant Colonel A. J. “Jeb” Stuart, the battalion commander.




In the Okinawa landing, the battalion’s thirty-ton tanks and their crews were spread out over a stretch of beach measuring a mile or more in length, and at certain points along that stretch, unknown hazards lurked. As a result, even as tank commander Jack Armstrong’s “Ticket to Tokyo” advanced steadily inland accompanied by a fire team of Marine infantrymen, some of his fellow tankers were meeting disaster and death a short distance offshore on another part of Blue Beach Two.




Ironically, the villain wasn’t the kind of sudden enemy attack that Armstrong feared but a bizarre oddity of nature: a series of yawning holes hidden beneath the surf that literally swallowed three Marine tanks and their crews when they were within a few feet of dry ground.




During a rare solemn moment many years later, the fatal incident was described in detail by Marine Private Howard O. Towry, a skinny eighth-grade dropout and reserve tank driver from Carrollton, Texas. Towry’s prankishness and his uncanny talent for getting into trouble dated back to boot camp and had earned him a standing reputation as the battalion’s biggest screwup. But the tragedy on the beach that day was no joking matter to him.




“The Army, which had a lot more experience with tanks than the Marine Corps, showed us how to install pontoons on our tanks that allowed them to travel safely through water as deep as the tank itself as long as the hatches were sealed,” Towry recalled. “But these holes were so deep they put the tanks fifteen to eighteen feet below the surface, and the guys inside—especially those deep in the tank—couldn’t get out. We never lost a person to enemy fire that day, but we lost all three tanks, and six of our men drowned. Those were the only casualties we had.”




PFC Lloyd Binyarde, another Texan from the Rio Grande Valley town of McAllen, was the only man to escape alive from one of the three tanks, according to Towry. “He laid on his back and managed to kick the hatch open with his feet,” Towry said. “The other four crewmen didn’t make it.”




These freakish deaths left a deep and searing impression on Towry, whose reaction was to adopt an even more devil-may-care attitude than he’d had before. That attitude intensified as the battle wore on and contributed mightily to his self-described status as a “wild, crazy, no-good little bugger.”




“The way I looked at it,” said Towry, “the odds were running out on me, just like they had for those guys who drowned, and since I didn’t expect to make it home alive, I decided I’d have as much fun as I could before the damned war finished me off.”




In the weeks to come, that’s precisely what Private Towry did.




 




AN INTEGRAL FACET of Operation Iceberg—one that may have contributed to the lack of enemy response along the invasion beaches on Okinawa’s west side—was an elaborate feint by troops of the Second Marine Division. This “mock invasion” was aimed at beaches on the southeast side of the island near the village of Minatoga and timed to coincide exactly with the actual assault. It definitely caught the attention of the Japanese, who believed until the last minute that it was real, although no naval bombardment preceded it.




Marines boarded seven waves of twenty-four LCVPs (landing craft, vehicles/personnel) each, and the first of them began bearing down on the Minatoga beaches at 8:00A .M. But a half hour later, with four waves well beyond the line of departure, all the landing craft made a quick U-turn into a curtain of smoke and sped back to their ships.




American observers spotted only four Japanese artillery rounds fired at the LCVPs, and all fell harmlessly in open water. Enemy defenders had been ordered to hold their fire until the landing craft were actually ashore, but many apparently believed they had repelled a genuine amphibious assault.




To keep the Japanese confused and off balance, the Marines re-boarded their LCVPs and prepared to repeat their ruse the following day. From all indications, this second “demonstration,” as it was called, was similarly successful in that it kept two full divisions and one brigade of enemy troops well removed from the real action.




On the afternoon of Love-Day-plus-1, General Ushijima, overall commander of Japanese forces on Okinawa, issued an order that warned: “On the Minatoga front, the enemy’s plans cannot be disregarded. The Army will use the 62nd Division to hold the main line of position over a long period; it will use its main strength to annihilate the enemy who plans new landings.”




The most serious threat to the Minatoga feints came from kamikaze “hell-birds” flying from the Japanese home island of Kyushu, but heavy U.S. air strikes had vastly diminished the number of enemy planes available for such missions by that time. The worst attack occurred near daybreak on Love Day off the Minatoga beaches when a suicide pilot crashed his plane into the port side of LST 884, triggering a roaring fire and exploding stores of ammunition just as troops were being loaded into landing craft. Another suicider struck the transport U.S.S. Hinsdale at about the same time.




Ironically, these kamikaze attacks on the demonstration forces accounted for a large percentage of Love Day casualties. Sixteen Marines were reported killed or missing, and thirty-seven were listed as wounded.




The stricken transport and LST remained afloat but dead in the water. They were among the first U.S. vessels to be towed to a soon-to-be-crowded “cemetery of ships” in the Kerama Rhetto.




 




CORPORAL DAN LAWLER felt tense and fidgety, and, despite the pleasant coolness of Love Day afternoon, beads of sweat dotted his forehead as he crossed the sprawling Yontan airfield with the other nineteen Marines of K/3/5’s .30-caliber machine gun section.




The Japanese had made no serious attempt to defend Yontan, their largest air base on Okinawa, against the rapidly advancing Americans, and, in fact, Lawler had neither seen nor heard any sign of the enemy since coming ashore that morning. But he couldn’t help thinking back to another afternoon, seven and a half months earlier, when he’d started across another Japanese airfield at Peleliu and never reached the other side.




As a nineteen-year-old ammo handler from Hudson Falls, New York, Lawler had been in the first wave to reach the Peleliu beaches, where the scene was like something out of hell itself. All he could see and hear were earth-shaking explosions and screaming, wounded, dying men. But the next afternoon had been even worse. That was when the entire Fifth Regiment of the First Marine Division had been ordered to storm unprotected into merciless enemy fire to seize the Peleliu airfield.




There’d been plenty of reason to sweat that day. The temperature was around 110 degrees when the charge started at 1:00P .M., and it was close to a half mile across the field with almost no cover along the way.




 Just stay as low as you can, don’t bunch up, and run like hell,a senior NCO advised. With luck, most of you guys’ll probably make it.




Lawler had tried to do exactly as he was told, but with two boxes of .30-caliber ammo weighing him down, it was tough going. He’d been about halfway across when he heard the inbound enemy artillery shell coming. It hit within a few feet of him and sent him sprawling with a broken right arm, three broken fingers, and shrapnel wounds in his back. The struggle for Peleliu had been less than thirty hours old, but for Lawler, the battle was over. He’d spent weeks in a hospital at Guadalcanal before he was able to return to his unit—just in time to make the Okinawa trip.




Now Lawler shook himself, wiping his face with his shirtsleeve and trying to squeeze the images of Peleliu out of his mind. As he glanced toward his marching comrades, his eyes met those of Sergeant Alex “Hurricane” Henson, a squad leader from Kentucky and a Marine since December 1940, who had picked up his nickname as a member of the company boxing team.




“You look kinda pale, buddy,” Henson said. “You feel okay?’”




“Yeah, I’m all right,” Lawler replied. “I was just thinking how different this is from the last time I crossed a Jap airfield.”




“Yeah, I know,” Henson said. “I was there, remember?”




“This one’s been so easy it makes me jumpy,” Lawler said.




“Maybe it’s good to stay a little jumpy,” Henson told him. “Regardless of what it may look like, this one ain’t over yet—not by a damned sight.”




About dusk that same afternoon, Seabees with bulldozers were clearing wrecked enemy planes from Yontan’s parking aprons and taxiways, as well as a squadron of cloth-and-wood dummies built by the Japanese. Marines bivouacked at the edge of the field were heating their rations over small fires when they heard the drone of an engine and were surprised to see a lone aircraft coming in low for a landing.




They were even more surprised when they saw the dark red “meatballs” on the wings of the plane and recognized it as a Japanese Zero.




The Marines grabbed for their weapons as the plane made a flawless landing. The pilot eased to a stop, unhurriedly removed his parachute, climbed out of the cockpit, and jumped down to the tarmac. Clearly unaware that he’d landed on enemy territory, he began walking nonchalantly toward the Marines, then froze in his tracks and reached instinctively for his pistol.




The Japanese aviator was too far away—and it was too dark—for anyone to see his expression as volleys of shots from multiple American rifles cut him down. But in the instant between his realization of what he’d done and his death, a look of utter dismay must have crossed his face.




“It never fails,” one Marine was heard to remark wryly as he and several armed comrades clustered around the pilot’s body. “There’s always some poor bastard who doesn’t get the word.”




 




AS DARKNESS DESCENDED on Love Day evening, one small group of Marines and sailors from the Fourth Joint Assault Signal Company (JASCO), commanded by Lieutenant Quentin “Monk” Meyer, found themselves alone—and apparently forgotten—on a pitch-black sea filled with hidden perils. After leaving their LST early that morning, they’d been told to stand by and wait for landing orders. But that had been almost twelve hours ago, and they were still marooned aboard their open Higgins boat a mile or more from shore.




The function of JASCO units, which had first become operational in mid-1944, was to operate in close proximity to enemy lines, locate Japanese troop concentrations and artillery and mortar positions, then report their locations to gunners on Navy ships. It was dangerous work that had earned Meyer a Silver Star at Peleliu for helping break a Japanese stranglehold on a surrounded company of Marines. But that high-risk mission had been no more nerve-wracking for Meyer than waiting aboard the small boat through the night of Love Day and the interminable hours of the next morning for sneak attacks by Japanese frogmen and suicide boats.




“We were supposed to go ashore with the Third Battalion, First Marines,” recalled Private Gil Quintanilla, one of nine rifleman-scouts armed with tommy guns and assigned to protect JASCO radio operators. “But after we boarded the Higgins boat, I think something went wrong, and battalion headquarters just lost track of us.”




It was an example of the kind of logistical problems that inevitably develop when 60,000 men and thousands of tons of equipment and supplies must be transported from ships to hostile shores in a single day under full combat conditions. In all likelihood, since the landings elicited virtually no enemy response and the location of major enemy troop concentrations and fortifications was unknown, there was little for a JASCO unit to do ashore.




Under the circumstances, it probably seemed reasonable to delay landing the unit until it could be given some useful assignment. But instead of being sent back to the LST to await developments, Meyer and his men were left bobbing in the East China Sea—and keeping watch for human sharks—from 8:00A .M. on Love Day until after 9:00A .M. the following morning.




“It wasn’t bitterly cold, but the temperature dropped to around fifty degrees overnight, and all of us were soaking wet and chilled to the bone,” said Quintanilla. “None of us got any sleep, either, because we had to keep a constant sharp eye out for Jap frogmen with satchel explosives and knives in their teeth.”




Shivering in the darkness, Meyer and Quintanilla tried to maintain casual conversation to help them stay alert.




“You know, Quint,” Meyer mentioned at one point, “I’m from New Hampshire, where they have at least ten feet of snow every winter, but I can’t ever remember being this cold.”




“Well, if you’re cold, just imagine how I feel,” Quintanilla muttered through chattering teeth. “I’m from Tucson, Arizona, where they don’t even know what snow looks like.”




No sunrise had ever been greeted with more appreciation by the men of the Fourth JASCO than the one that brightened the eastern sky above Okinawa on the morning of April 2, 1945.




 




FOR DALLAS-BORN Corporal Elliot Burnett, a veteran member of Headquarters Company, 11th Marines, the only bit of Love Day excitement had come when he and a buddy were buzzed by a Japanese Zero as they hauled a cartload of equipment for the artillery regiment’s command post. The rest of the day had been uneventful, and, by nightfall, Burnett still hadn’t seen a trace of the enemy at ground level.




“Our area was so quiet and peaceful that first night that one of our staff officers, a captain, decided to string his jungle hammock between two trees and sleep outside,” Burnett recalled. “But sometime during the night, a lone Jap soldier wandered through the area and bumped right into the captain’s hammock. All at once, we heard this bloodcurdling scream, followed by the sound of running footsteps. We all grabbed for our weapons, but there wasn’t a shot fired. By then, the Jap had vanished.”




 




ALL TOLD, Love Day had lived up to its name for most of the American troops now controlling an eight-mile-long beachhead stretching, at some points, nearly halfway across Okinawa’s midsection. The weather was clear, the temperatures moderate, the countryside pretty and peaceful. The sandy soil was easily dug for foxholes and gun pits. Notably absent were the jungle foliage and tangled vines of the tropics, replaced by stands of fragrant pines gracing gentle hillsides. Many men helped themselves to fresh fruits and vegetables growing along their line of march. PFC Gene Sledge and his fellow Marine mortarmen actually saw Easter lilies in full bloom that Easter Sunday.
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