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Praise for The Rifle





“Andrew Biggio stayed true to his warrior ethos by not forgetting those who fought before him. I am beyond impressed with his work interviewing some of America’s last World War II veterans and am grateful for the service he has rendered a new generation of veterans.”


—ROBERT O’NEILL, U.S. Navy SEAL and New York Times bestselling author of The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama bin Laden and My Years as a SEAL Team Warrior


“These are the stories that all Americans, especially veterans and the families of those who fought in World War II, have been waiting to hear. Biggio tells emotional and heartwarming stories punctuated with accounts of the terror of war and the thrill of combat. This book honors every Marine and soldier who never lived to share their stories.”


—MAJOR SCOTT HUESING, USMC (Ret.), bestselling author of Echo in Ramadi: The Firsthand Story of US Marines in Iraq’s Deadliest City


“The Rifle is not just a story of the heroism and abiding patriotism of the Greatest Generation, it is a fine recounting of forgotten history. Andrew Biggio is a war historian on par with Seymour Hersh, able to bring the trials and tribulations of armed combat to life.”


—MICHELE McPHEE, bestselling author of Maximum Harm: The Tsarnaev Brothers, the FBI, and the Road to the Marathon Bombing


“Andrew Biggio has a remarkable ability to form meaningful connections with veterans of wars that were fought decades before his birth. The Rifle is his way of thanking those men for their service, and we all owe him a debt of gratitude for dedicating his whole being to lifting up the veteran community.”


—JIM “DOC” McCLOUGHAN, combat medic for the U.S. Army and Medal of Honor recipient


“The Rifle represents all our World War II veterans. The author, Andy Biggio, has travelled the world to find specific World War II veterans to honor them. Their signing the actual rifle helps solidify their tangible place in our history. This book belongs on everyone’s coffee table as a tribute to our World War II veterans.”


—CHARLEY VALERA, National Indie Excellence Award–winning author of My Father’s War: Memories from Our Honored WWII Soldiers


“Andrew Biggio is a loud and effective voice for veterans not only here in Massachusetts but now around the country. His experience as a combat veteran gives him credibility. I applaud him for relating the stories of veterans.”


—TOM KELLEY, co-author of The Siren’s Call and Second Chances
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To the eighteen- and nineteen-year-old kids who gave their lives in the Second World War, whose names we may never know. Still buried in Europe and the Pacific Islands where they fell, they are seldom visited, as their counterparts who survived also faded through time. Even as their family members and friends disappear with the ages and the cemeteries seem empty, their legacy will last forever.


For Andy


July 16, 1925–September 17, 1944


“Some serve, others fight.”
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Andy Biggio. Photo courtesy of the author













Author’s Note


The stories in this book all come from the veterans’ memories of personal experiences they had, recalled 75 years after the events occurred. While every effort has been made to verify the details of these stories, the veterans telling them were between 92 and 101 years old, so some details may have been lost to the passing of time. That is why it is so important to preserve these heroes’ stories now, while we still can.










Foreword


Andrew Biggio has recorded the stories of a generation of men who made tremendous sacrifices to contribute to our shared American history. Through their eyes, The Rifle offers lessons of military and civilian life that will grip anyone who reads it. Biggio, a veteran himself, knows the importance of remembering the courage and sacrifices involved in preserving peace and our American way of life. His dedication to that task is a testimony to his character.


I am fortunate and honored to have played a small part in that history and to contribute to his efforts to record the experiences of America’s greatest generation. Most of these individuals have never had the opportunity to share their personal conflicts and vivid combat experiences. They are a part of history that has made America the place we call home, but they often go unrecognized.


As important as our stories are, we veterans were among the lucky ones. We returned home to our loved ones, and our sacrifices don’t stack up to the ones made by those who didn’t. We as a people must never forget those who didn’t get to come home or their loved ones who have a vacant chair at the table.


CWO2 Hershel “Woody” Williams


U.S. Marine Corps World War II Medal of Honor Recipient,


Iwo Jima










Prologue


When my fifth grade class took a field trip to the Chelsea Soldiers’ Home—an assisted living facility for veterans—in 1998, my teachers introduced us to a man who was 106 years old. He was a World War I veteran. I had the chance to talk to him, but at age eleven I was more concerned with switching out the batteries to my Game Boy than learning the name or story of this prehistoric old man.


The importance of that visit wouldn’t hit me until many years later, when I found myself thrown into American history as part of the newest generation of veterans. I came to regret that fifth grade field trip thirteen years later, when Frank Buckles, America’s last World War I veteran, died in 2011 at the age of 110.


It was too late to get that World War I vet’s story, but I set out on a mission. I wasn’t going to let another generation of veterans disappear without telling their stories. I wanted to get any knowledge or advice from them that I could and memorialize their service.


The Rifle is the product of my commitment to that task. It’s a chronicle of combat stories from America’s World War II veterans, a compilation of their lessons from war and life afterwards. Their stories are a testament to the rich experience veterans have to offer us. Remembering and honoring them enriches us as much as it ennobles them.


What I discovered from the men and women I interviewed goes against what mainstream media and the movies show us. World War II is the most marketed, profitable, and popular war of all time. It’s unbelievable to think that a war that killed an estimated 80 million people has made so many others rich.


But there was more to World War II than the famous scenes of D-Day in France and the flag-raising on Iwo Jima. The men in the 101st Airborne are not the only ones who fought in Normandy, and the Marines did not win the Pacific on their own. Not every soldier who fights earns a Medal of Honor. Not every wounded soldier gets a Purple Heart. The men who opened up to me in the last stages of their lives had fought in overlooked skirmishes in unsung divisions and units. They were heroes who often went unrecognized.


Today, the average World War II veteran is found in a nursing home. Very few are able to live on their own, and most have outlived their spouses. They are hardly able to walk, eat, answer the door, or take care of themselves. They are the old men in the neighborhood, the ones who do not come out much, the ones whom kids playing “ding-dong ditch” like to cause trouble for. In 2018, a thousand of these veterans died every day. They were not always this vulnerable. They were, at one time, the strongest warriors the world has ever encountered.


These writings aren’t just meant to memorialize heroes from the past. They aim to show younger veterans—who are often labeled as “broken” or blanketed with the stigma of being mentally ill—that they can live long, successful lives after combat. A new generation of heroes needs the tutelage of the previous generation. And with time running out for America’s greatest generation, the people who can offer our veterans guidance will only become harder to find.


Some of the men in this book have never told their stories until now. The oldest veteran interviewed was 101. The youngest was 92. Their lives in combat and after combat tested them beyond anything we can imagine. That they survived is sometimes miraculous, often inspiring.


Giving these World War II veterans this platform to share their stories changed the direction of my own life. Over the course of dozens of interviews, often travelling across the country to meet veterans, I learned a tremendous deal about my nation’s history, my family, and my own service. My experience is living proof that paying respect to veterans can shape the way you view the world. And it all started because of a rifle…










INTRODUCTION The Mission



I enlisted in the Marine Corps in the spring of 2006. A year later, I received orders to deploy to Iraq. At that time, deploying into a combat zone was exactly what I wanted. It was what everyone wanted who enlisted during that time. We knew exactly what was going on in the world. We were not drafted; we volunteered.


I was able to return home before my deployment. As I drove around my childhood neighborhood, I started to notice things that I had long overlooked. At the stoplight down the street from my house, my dad’s car idled as we waited for the light to turn green. To our immediate right was a sign that read “Andrew Biggio Square,” a dedication to my grandfather’s brother who was killed in World War II. Andrew Biggio was my namesake, and my father’s as well. We were named after a man whom we had never met.


As I looked at the sign, thoughts of my own deployment raced through my head. The last Andrew Biggio who went off to war left from the same house, hugged his family on the very same porch, and did not return.


The thought came and went, and so did my tour in Iraq. Before long I was slated to deploy again. In the summer of 2011, I found myself in Afghanistan. The improvised explosive devices (IEDs) were never-ending, far more dangerous than what I had encountered in my Iraq deployment. My platoon uncovered forty-two IEDs on one stretch of road alone. But one day we found out the hard way that we had missed one.


It was toward the end of my tour. I stood in front of a pickup truck piled with dead Afghan police. Their bodies had been blown to pieces by the explosion. I saw a torso, some legs, a few arms, and only a couple of intact bodies.


The other Afghan police stared, dumbfounded, at their dead comrades. “Don’t just stand there, grab some body bags and let’s help them out,” my platoon commander said. Another Marine pushed a white body bag and rubber gloves into my chest. I knew instantly that picking up these limbs and corpses would haunt me for the rest of my life.


“Hold on!” our Afghan interpreter yelled. “The Afghan police do not want non-Muslims handling these bodies.”


“Thank Christ,” I thought with relief.


Suddenly, more Afghan police arrived to collect the remains of their comrades. I watched from a distance as two scrawny Afghan police attempted to load a torso into a body bag from the tailgate of the truck. They did not expect the unbalanced dead weight of the corpse. They lost their grip, and the body fell off the truck. As it slammed onto the pavement, the body released a disturbing sound unlike any I had heard before, causing me to turn away and avert my eyes in disgust.


The haunting scene would return to me in the most unexpected circumstances. My tour in Afghanistan came to a close soon after the incident. After completing two tours of duty, I left the Marine Corps. I never thought about the incident in Afghanistan again until two years later, when I was in a grocery store. As they do for most people, packed grocery stores make a real test of my patience. When I was at my wits’ end, an elderly woman dropped a large melon from her shopping cart. The sound of the fruit slamming onto the floor was the exact sound of the dead Afghan hitting the cement that day. The noise made me sick. All I could see in my head was the Afghan corpse slamming into the pavement over and over again. I couldn’t get out of the store fast enough. I left my cart full of food and made my way to the parking lot at a frantic pace.


On the drive back home, I stopped at the same red light where my dad and I had been eight years earlier. The same sign still stood there, as it had done for more than seventy years. “Andrew Biggio Square”—a dedication of metal and plastic to a young nineteen-year-old, killed while fighting the German Army on some unknown hill in Italy in 1944.


I had been clenching the steering wheel on the entire drive home from the grocery store. Only on seeing his name on that sign did my grip loosen up. Questions shot through my head. I wondered about the Andrew Biggio who had died in Italy as I asked myself why I had made it back home unscathed. Abstract questions about a deceased relative I had never met became personal. All of a sudden, I wanted to know one thing: What happened to the first Andrew Biggio on that damn hill in Italy?


The next morning I drove to my grandmother’s house.


“Nana, do you still have Uncle Andrew’s last letters home?” I asked.


She brought down a shoe box filled with deteriorating envelopes. “What do you want those for?” my grandfather asked. He was very protective of his brother’s war mail.


“I just want to see something, Papa,” I answered. I couldn’t begin to explain the thoughts racing through my mind. Truth be told, I probably didn’t know myself what I wanted to find. I just knew I needed to find information on my great-uncle Andrew and his time in the war.


The letters were mixed up. Some were from basic training, while others were from the hellish fighting up the coast of Italy. I pulled names, locations, and places from the letters. I attempted to find and reach out to survivors on the internet and social media. I struck out—and felt further disconnected from this long-lost relative who had the same name as me.


The next day, I read a letter on how much my great-uncle enjoyed shooting the “M1.” At the time he had been writing, the M1 Garand was the U.S. Army’s new rifle. Reading that letter, it hit me: I needed to go buy a Winchester M1 Garand rifle. I wanted to feel what he had felt. I wanted my family to own a piece of history.


The next day I purchased my very own M1. At home, I held it, aiming at the wall. Now what? I thought.


Even if I showed the rifle to the rest of my family, would they understand? They were not veterans and might miss the point. Who would get it?


I remembered my neighbor, a ninety-two-year-old Marine who had fought and been wounded in the Battle of Okinawa. He would understand the feeling coursing through my veins as I held the rifle, perhaps better than I did. I knocked on his door and let myself in.


Joe was an old man, in a similar condition to thousands of other World War II veterans across the country. Bound to the recliner in his living room, he was barely mobile anymore.


“Check out what I bought,” I announced proudly as I showed off my new purchase. I placed the rifle into his hands. I was nervous the old man might drop it, unable to bear the rifle’s serious weight. But suddenly a burst of energy soared through his body. He swung the rifle around his living room, aiming and pointing as if he were eighteen years old again. The weak and crouched-over old man was, for a few seconds, made young and strong.


My elderly neighbor was behaving in a fashion I had never seen. When I was growing up, my family had always considered Joe reserved and private, but all of a sudden he was happy and couldn’t stop talking. “I had to live every day with this thing!” he yelled, shaking the rifle.


That’s when I realized that I was holding something special.


As my neighbor brandished his old weapon, another idea came to me.


“Sign your name on the rifle!” I blurted out. I knew I might never get a chance like this again. I wanted to preserve his legacy.


As I left his house, I looked down at his name. My purpose became clear. I wanted to get as many signatures of World War II veterans as I could on that rifle and document their different stories. The battles in which they fought range from the Battle of the Bulge to Iwo Jima, from Leyte Gulf to the hills of Italy to the fleets at Pearl Harbor—and so many others that are often overlooked.


After talking to Joe, I knew that I could prove that veterans can live long, successful lives after near-death military experiences. I considered it a bonus if I could also unearth the story of my great-uncle Andy’s last days fighting in Italy before his death. My mission began, and I knew that I was in a race against time.










CHAPTER ONE “No Such Thing as a War Crime”



Joe Drago


U.S. Marine Corps, Sixth Marine Division


Corporal Joe Drago was involved in some of the most storied action in World War II history, and he just happened to live next door. My whole life I thought I knew Drago. He was a grouch. Whenever the kids in the neighborhood played baseball in the street and a foul ball landed in his yard, he was always short with us—the stereotypical mean old neighbor that most have pity on, but also steer away from. It wasn’t until I became a Marine that Drago ever really warmed up to me, and by warmed up I mean that he waved to me occasionally from his porch. Ever the consummate grouch. Now I know that it was more complex than that.


Drago served alongside Corporal James Day, whose heroic actions were recognized by the United States government when President Bill Clinton awarded him the Congressional Medal of Honor.
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Corporal Joe Drago. Photo courtesy of Joe Drago





Day and Drago served in the same division, the Sixth Marine Division. They participated in the Second World War’s most ferocious battles. They sometimes spoke of their guilt and deep remorse for the civilians that were killed during the Battle of Okinawa on the tiny Japanese island. Some 100,000 civilians died, caught in the middle of the eighty-two-day battle.


Day was credited with killing over a hundred Japanese soldiers with a light machine gun during the battle. Some civilians were interspersed among the enemy army, some there on purpose, some by accident, and others forcibly conscripted by the Imperial Japanese Army.


Drago and Day didn’t care whether civilians or professional soldiers came into their sights, and neither did the Marines. After the slaughter the Marines had faced on the Guadalcanal, Tarawa, and Peleliu islands, a general consensus surfaced among them. They had to fight their way through their opponent or risk being slaughtered.


“On Okinawa, there was no such thing as a war crime! Kill anything that moves,” Drago explained. “Those were our orders, and that’s what we had to do to stay alive.”


As the two men sat at a fifty-year Sixth Marine Division reunion in New Mexico, Day asked Drago a simple question: “If you didn’t feel guilty then, why should you feel guilty now?”


When I interviewed Joe Drago, he was ninety-two years old and still had plenty of Marine in him. While he sat in his recliner, toying with my new rifle, he barked an order at me from across the room.


“Open that drawer over there!” he shouted.


His home was filled with pictures of him attending reunions from over the years, going to veteran events, and hanging out with the former mayor of Boston. But Drago didn’t want to show me memorabilia from his days as a veteran—he was thinking about his time on the front lines. I made my way to the drawer and did as I was instructed. I pulled out a purple, crushed-velvet Crown Royal liquor bag.


As I moved the bag around in my hands, I could feel tiny pieces of something clinking around inside—maybe a collection of pebbles from the beaches he’d landed on during the war. I loosened the strings on the bag and carefully reached my hand inside to feel the treasure he’d kept tucked away for almost half of his life. My eyes widened as I felt the bottom.


“These aren’t…?” I asked.


“You bet your ass they are,” he shot back. “Go ahead, open it up. They’re yours now.”


I held the gold teeth that had once been in the mouth of a Japanese soldier. Corporal Drago had knocked them out with his Marine-issued KA-BAR fighting knife. It was a macabre battlefield ritual practiced by many during the fight to control the island. On Okinawa, both armies celebrated victory with the gory rites that belong to the battlefield. The Japanese had their own rituals with American bodies. The old tradition made it hard for Drago to believe that Marines had gotten in trouble for urinating on Taliban corpses in Afghanistan in 2011.


“That’s nothing compared to what we used to do,” he said. “Ya know, U.S. Customs always asked GIs at the airport if we were carrying human trophies in our sea bags,” he continued. “Something like 40 percent of the Japanese bodies in the South Pacific were missing skulls and teeth.”


I looked down at the teeth and realized he had been carrying the weight of war on his chest for all these years. My childhood impressions of a grumpy old man had been motivated by something deeper. I wished that I had known sooner.


As I stood and pondered how humans could do this to one another, Drago interrupted my chain of thought.


“You really want me to write on this?” he asked.


He gave me an odd stare from his recliner with the white paint-pen in his hand and the rifle on his lap. Marking up such a beautiful firearm didn’t feel right, and he didn’t entirely understand the concept I had in mind. Since he was the first person to sign his name to it, I was asking him to imagine something that wasn’t quite developed yet.


“Mamma mia,” he whispered as he wrote his name on the rifle. He was loath to paint his signature on the polished wood, as if defacing such a remarkable weapon were a form of sacrilege. He hunched over as he wrote his name. The rifle pressed down onto his frail legs that had atrophied over the years from his inability to walk.


Just as he finished, I asked, “Do you ever have nightmares?”


“Oh yeah,” he replied, staring at his name written in wet paint.


“Do they ever go away?” I asked.


“No!” he shot back quickly.


This was more than just a history lesson. It was a bond between two veterans, Marine to Marine. Drago began to take me back seventy-four years—back to Easter Sunday 1945.





The men of the Third Battalion, Twenty-Second Marines transferred from a troop transport ship into smaller landing crafts on the northern side of Okinawa, Japan. Okinawa was the last in the chain of islands that led to mainland Japan. It was the closest to the mainland—390 miles away, to be exact.


Drago’s commanders and peers warned one another that the Japanese would fight harder and more desperately than they had ever fought. The Marines were close to their homeland; it was late in the war and U.S. forces were knocking on Japan’s front door. Drago’s command openly admitted to the young Marines that they expected 100,000 casualties on the first day of the invasion. Even with these facts drilled into his head, Drago wasn’t nervous. But those feelings of youthful confidence would quickly disappear.


While Drago and the other Marines stood on the decks of their landing craft, the USS Bunker Hill, a massive aircraft carrier and magnificent symbol of American strength, sailed past. It had been struck by multiple kamikaze planes and was on fire.


“Suddenly we all became nervous,” Drago confessed. “It was now real.”


The Marines had just traveled two days since their formation on Guadalcanal. No one had bothered to tell them that they were on their way to Okinawa. The young Marines didn’t know what was going on, and the sight of the aircraft carrier limping by sowed the first seeds of doubt into the confident ranks.


Drago’s transport ship linked up with the Sixth Marine Division at a rally point in the Caroline Islands. There they were to join with the Tenth Army and First Marine Division for what would be the largest naval invasion of World War II. The invasion was twice as large as the historic D-Day landings in France.


Drago recalled, “There were thousands of ships and planes as far as the eye could see. It felt like every ship in the world was there.”


The time came for the Marines to go below and load up in AMTRACs—amphibious tractor vehicles that would carry the infantry into battle. The vehicles were launched out of the bellies of the transport ships into the rough surf toward the enemy-occupied beaches.


The Marines were ordered to deploy from the stern of the AMTRACs upon reaching the beaches. Leaving from the back of the vehicle was the only way to avoid being shot immediately by machine gun fire. The tactic might give them a few more minutes to live.


Drago’s division was made up of replacements—new guys with little to no combat experience. They were lucky, however, to have a few combat veterans of the Mariana and Solomon Island campaigns. Before preparing to invade Okinawa, Drago trained on Guadalcanal for nearly six months with Corporal James Day, who lived in the tent across from him. Drago and Day, like thousands of their fellow Marines, had no idea what lay in store for them. They were wracked with constant uncertainty.


While on the ship they would occasionally get updates from Tokyo Rose, a radio host from mainland Japan whose transmissions could be picked up on a GI’s radio. Tokyo Rose was not just one woman. Different women spoke under the title, filling the airwaves with Japanese. The media tactic was used to scare and threaten U.S. military personnel serving in the Pacific. The steady stream of stories of Marines being “butchered alive on Iwo Jima” struck fear in hundreds of Marine hearts.


“None of the guys had even heard of Iwo Jima before, yet the Fifth Marines were there spilling their guts,” Drago said.


They waited for naval bombardment to cease pounding the beaches and the suspected Japanese positions. When the bombing stopped, Drago’s amphibious vehicle was sent straight for Hagushi Beach, in the northwest part of Okinawa. Drago jumped off the rear of the AMTRAC as it hit the beach and dug its metal tracks into the sand. Drago, a machine gunner with Item Company (also known as I Company), was in the first wave of Marines to hit the beach. “In other words, I thought I wasn’t going to last long,” Drago recalled. He carried the tripod of his machine gun and rushed ashore.


And yet, despite the expectations of slaughter, Drago and his fellow Marines took the beach without conflict. There was no enemy, no gunfire, no explosions, and no Japanese. Minor opposition and pop shots were few and far between—nothing like the murderous rain of gunfire everyone had predicted.


The history books and documentaries tell the same story: the U.S. Marines of the Sixth Division met little to no opposition during the first hours of their initial invasion, a tactic deliberately planned by the Japanese military. The objective was to lure as much of the American military onto the island as possible, then attack at full force. The plan was to tear them apart with intricate defense lines and intersecting fields of fire.


Upon taking the beach, Drago and the rest of Item Company were ordered to push forward to their first objective, the Yontan Airfield. They reached the airfield within thirty minutes of landing on Okinawa. As they stepped foot on the strategically valuable airstrip, the Marines caught sight of a Japanese fighter plane descending towards the runway. Nearly every Marine in the regiment opened fire on the Japanese pilot as he tried to land. The plane was shredded to pieces—along with the pilot’s body. Drago wondered why the pilot had been trying to land on a hostile airstrip, but the strange behavior would remain a mystery.


Item Company continued to advance at a rapid pace. Just beyond the airfield, the company of one hundred Marines faced a deadly ambush. Around dusk, Drago and his fellow Marines engaged the enemy. The riflemen ahead of Drago’s squad took cover and dove for the ground as bullets popped around them. Drago set down his tripod and waited for his assistant gunner to snap the Browning air-cooled machine gun into place. Once he heard the clicks of both pins latching onto his tripod, he got behind the trigger and began to shoot.


“I don’t even remember breathing,” he said to me, with a look on his face I’d never seen before.


With a rush of adrenaline, Drago began aiming bursts of machine gun fire into the tree line and at locations where he thought someone could be shooting from. Suddenly, to his right, he saw enemy combatants running in and out of blast holes and trenches, the aftermath of the naval artillery fire. The enemy ran back and forth between the makeshift trenches, carrying ammo and rifles to different positions.


Drago held the trigger down on his Browning machine gun and watched a running figure in the distance fall facedown. He never confirmed that he had killed the man, but by nightfall Drago knew one thing for sure: he had survived his first day.





Drago suddenly stopped talking, looked down, and took deep breaths. Recounting the story was taking its toll. “Just give me a second,” he said as he began to huff and groan. I suggested that we continue at another time.


“No!” he barked, yanking his head up to look me dead in the eyes. He was adamant that we carry on, and he jumped right back into the front lines.


“The first night on Okinawa my assistant gunner and I did not sleep,” he started. “Japanese flares were frequent and many of the Marines were trigger-happy, shooting at every noise and movement in front of them.”


At dawn they moved out again with the rest of the regiment. The Sixth Marines would go left and secure the north end of Okinawa while the U.S. Army hooked right and advanced south. After sweeping the northern part of the island, Drago’s I Company was twelve days ahead of schedule. They began to hit heavy opposition when they started heading back south, assigned to protect the left flank of the Fifteenth Marine Artillery—the artillery unit tasked with providing support and cover fire for the Sixth Marine Division.


The Fifteenth Marine Artillery was engaged in a shoot-out with Japanese artillery. The Japanese counterbattery had the Fifteenth Marines zeroed in and was delivering precise, deadly barrages. The more losses the Fifteenth Marines took, the less coverage and support they could give the Sixth Marine Division when they went on the offensive. Protecting the Fifteenth Marines was necessary for the success of future Sixth Marine missions.


“They were being decimated as we watched from a hillside,” Drago recalled.


But from that same hillside, Drago’s Sixth Division could see a small village. Civilians were standing on some of the rooftops, looking out towards the American positions. Could these civilians be spotters for the artillery? The Marines inched closer, hoping to gather more information. Shooting the civilians from afar would only bring the artillery on their own position, and they did not want to kill innocent people.


After creeping forward some more, I Company made a push towards the village. The civilians from the rooftops scattered when the Marines showed up. One of them must have been a spotter for the Japanese artillery.


Drago and his squad entered a suspicious home that overlooked the Fifteenth Marines’ position. As soon as they walked in, they heard noises coming from the building’s crawl space.


“We asked—in Japanese—for them to come out,” Drago said. After receiving no reply, Drago and his fellow Marines drew their .45 caliber pistols and began to fire through the walls and into the ceiling. One of the Marines climbed onto the roof to find a bleeding Japanese civilian with binoculars and a radio. The man was indeed a spotter, calling out targets for the heavy guns a few miles away. The radio was rushed back to regiment headquarters. The incident proved that the Okinawa citizens could not be trusted.


That night the Japanese tried to overrun several American platoons, including Drago’s. The Marines were ambushed while they slept in their foxholes. The Japanese had crawled towards their positions with bamboo rods, which had long bayonets attached to them. They thrust the javelin-type weapons into American foxholes, and Drago was woken up by a piercing scream; the Marine next to him was being stabbed to death by a bayonet. As Drago scrambled to defend himself, a flare went up and lit the night sky.


Drago and his assistant machine gunner began to shoot at the Japanese soldiers from their prone position. Unsure what to do after being spotted, the Japanese started to stand up and move about, only to be gunned down by Drago’s machine gun fire. Some ran into nearby homes as civilians ran out. In the nighttime confusion, all Joe and his assistant gunner could see were shadows. They shot at them, not knowing whether they had hit their marks.


The next morning, several Japanese soldiers lay dead or wounded. Civilian bodies were strewn among the maimed corpses—innocent men, women, and children caught in the nighttime crossfire, without a chance to survive. The sight of the civilians’ dead bodies would haunt Drago forever.


But Drago didn’t regret killing the rest of the attempted infiltrators. The wounded Japanese soldiers who had survived the previous night did not lie wounded for long.


“We walked right up to them and shot them right in the face,” Drago told me. “We smiled when we did it, and even gave some of them cigarettes first.”


That day, Drago collected his first set of gold teeth.


News came down from the surviving Marine artillery members of the Fifteenth Marine Regiment. A nineteen-year-old Marine from California named Harold Gonsalves was among the dozens of Marines who had been killed. The young warrior was eventually awarded the Medal of Honor for jumping on an enemy hand grenade. He would later have a battleship named after him.


Despite these occasional obstacles, the Sixth Marines continued their sweep through northern Okinawa at a rapid pace. Things were not going so well for the Army in the south. There, American troops were hit with three times as much opposition. By April 14, 1945, Drago’s Sixth Division, along with the Twenty-Second Marine Regiment, had pushed south to link up with the Army and the First Marine Division along the famed Japanese Shuri Defense Line.


The Shuri Line was a series of complex defense systems which included caves, hills, catacombs, trenches, and machine gun and artillery emplacements. Constructed by the Japanese Thirty-Second Army, it had taken years of work to build.


On their way south to support the Army troops, commanders told the Marines not to dare laugh, call out, or humiliate the U.S. Army’s Twenty-Seventh Infantry Division. The division had taken heavy losses and was falling back in defeat. It wouldn’t take long for I Company to get a taste of the brutal action that was happening on the other side of the island.


As Drago’s platoon came up on a marshland known as the Asukawa Estuary, they had to cross a man-made footbridge. Just as they made it to the other side, Japanese suicide squads hidden in the grass detonated themselves with high explosives. The explosion penetrated the foundation of the bridge, causing it to collapse. Drago and his platoon were stuck on one side of the bay, cut off from the rest of the company.


When Drago turned around to watch the bridge fall, mortar fire and small arms fire began to rain down on him. He ran through a rice paddy to find cover, but his left foot got caught in the thick mud.


“I was stuck like a mouse in a mousetrap and trying not to get killed,” Drago recalled. “It’s scary to take incoming fire, but it’s even more frightening to be shot at and not be able to hide.”


The heavy machine gun tripod Joe carried only made the situation worse. The tripod weighed him down and trapped both his feet in the quicksand-like mud. Unable to move, Drago heard soldiers speaking Japanese through the high grass. He dropped his tripod and removed his .45 caliber pistol. As soon as the voices got closer, he fired the pistol into the tall grass, emptying the clip. While attempting to reload, an explosion ripped through the grass, knocking him back. Japanese mortars began to land around him and the other cut-off Marines. Without an entrenching tool, Drago desperately tried to dig a foxhole with his bayonet, in fear of being hit a second time by shrapnel. He suffered only cuts and scratches from flying debris.


Luckily, the blast had freed both his legs from the mud. He began to crawl through the elephant grass, passing a Japanese body that lay in front of him. Later, Drago would wonder if the man had been killed by the pistol rounds he had fired into the grass, but there was no time to think about that now. His squad was able to make a dash to take cover behind a retaining wall, which gave them temporary protection from harassing gunfire.


The enemy fire was coming from a series of sugar mills—blown out buildings that gave snipers and mortar teams a place to hide. Drago and his assistant gunner set up his machine gun and began to strafe the buildings. Their tracers marked the skeleton buildings for the platoon’s mortar squad to return fire on the other side of the estuary. The Marine mortar team began to drop high explosive rounds on the buildings, breaking them down almost completely, killing the snipers and spotters inside.


The rest of the company finally advanced through the neck-high waters. Soon, engineers built a makeshift pontoon bridge to reunite the company of Marines. The Marines won the short battle, but after the smoke cleared Drago saw that some of his buddies had not suffered only the minor wounds that he had. They lay dead in the same rice paddies he had gotten stuck in.


“I give those guys who fought in Vietnam credit,” Drago said. “The rice paddies were some of the worst places to get stuck in during a firefight.”


The day at the Asukawa Estuary would be I Company’s first beatdown on Okinawa. The loss of life demotivated the Marines. Unfortunately, the enemy engagement was a mere glimpse of what was to come at the Shuri Defense Line in the next days. Soon the entire regiment would be in the biggest fight for its life.


With the First Marine Division in the middle and the U.S. Army on the far right, the Sixth Marine Division took the left side of the Shuri Line. It was a solid plan—until the Marine regiments were stopped dead at Sugar Loaf Hill.





Sugar Loaf was not so much a hill as an elevated mound. The unassuming terrain didn’t look like it would pose much of an obstacle to the American forces’ southward march. But the Japanese had set up for a bloody engagement. They had their tremendous artillery dialed in on Sugar Loaf. Caves containing both enemy soldiers and civilians who had fled the northern part of Okinawa pockmarked the terrain. Sugar Loaf needed to be secured in order for the American forces to push for the city of Naha, the campaign’s objective. This was ultimately the Sixth Marine Division’s last mission of World War II. This is where the division took the brunt of its casualties.


On May 12, I Company advanced towards Sugar Loaf. Gunfire and artillery fire were constant, but not a single Marine could see an enemy soldier. “They were like ghosts. You couldn’t even get one of them in your sights,” Drago recalled. Sometimes enemy soldiers posed as civilians—a common tactic in urban areas.


There was only one option: everyone had to be considered the enemy. “There was the threat that civilians wanted to kill you,” Drago told me. “We killed anything that moved at that point. There wasn’t even a second thought of it.”


At Sugar Loaf Hill, the Marines had to kill the enemy both from a distance and up close and personal. Only one thing was consistent: no prisoners would be taken.


Six heavily armored tanks led the charge. Artillery fire, mines, and suicide squads descended on the tanks. Infantry protection provided little respite as Marines hugged the ground to avoid exploding shells. Japanese soldiers strapped anti-tank mines to their chests and sprinted towards the tanks. Some were gunned down by the tanks’ machine guns before they reached their targets, but there were too many suicide bombers to stop them all. Counter-artillery continued to keep the American grunts ducking and seeking cover. The suicide squads crawled underneath the tanks and then detonated themselves.


“The explosions were so powerful, they would flip the tanks completely over, and the crews would burn inside, still alive,” Drago said. Of the six tanks, only one made it through the opening salvoes. A Japanese suicide bomber had made it under the tank but failed to detonate his mine. He crawled with the tank as it moved forward, trying to avoid detection. A Marine who witnessed the sneaky action ran toward the U.S. tank through enemy artillery fire. Once at the rear belly of the tank, he knelt down and emptied his Thompson submachine gun into the Japanese soldier. On his way back for cover, the brave Marine was shot by an enemy sniper. Drago still doesn’t know that heroic Marine’s name or whether he was awarded for his courageous action.


The next day, Drago’s platoon advanced past the destroyed tanks to the bottom of a ridge. The enemy attack was unrelenting: after making an advance, the Japanese would run back into caves and come out on another side of the hill to shoot again. The tunnels were difficult to figure out, and the American soldiers had to throw smoke grenades into the caves to see where the fog would come out on the other side.


While stuck in this quagmire, a squad of Marines passed Drago’s machine gun emplacement to summit the hill. He recognized a Captain Marston leading the charge. As the brave Marines ran towards the peak, a friendly naval shell landed in their midst. It exploded and completely disintegrated their bodies. Captain Marston’s squad wasn’t the only one to be hit by friendly fire. “We don’t know how many Marines were killed by American guns, but the number was high enough for us to to hold any further advances that day,” Drago said.


At night Drago and his machine gun team slept in their foxhole. As they tried to get some rest, they heard the report: A few foxholes down, two Marines had partnered up to sleep. While one slept, the other got up to retrieve medicine from a foxhole he had dug earlier that day. On his way back, his sleeping partner awoke, startled, and fired at what he thought was an enemy soldier sneaking up on his foxhole. Instead, he had just killed his best friend.


“A few Marines cracked up after that,” Drago barked at me, remembering the event as if it had happened yesterday. “You’re never supposed to leave your foxhole at night! Those two Marines were like twins. The other Marine was never the same.”


In the span of a week, Sugar Loaf Hill exchanged hands between the enemy and the Marines eleven different times. The Twenty-Second Marine Regiment suffered so many casualities that entire companies had to be reorganized into platoon-sized elements, which typically consisted of thirty to forty men. Thousands of American soldiers suffered from battle fatigue and were physically wounded.


May 21, 1945, was Drago’s last day on Sugar Loaf Hill. Since the other Marines seemed to be gaining more territory, Drago and his assistant gunner broke down their machine gun and headed out with them. Drago remembers switching positions and passing dozens of bloated corpses, both American and Japanese, often stacked next to one another.


When they got to their new position, Drago went to set up his gun. Before he could reset the tripod, he heard the distant whistle of another artillery bombardment. An enemy shell hit, and with nowhere to take cover, Drago was launched into the air by the explosion. His body hit the ground like a bag of wet sand. He could not move, and with a mouth full of dust and rock, he struggled to breathe. His ears rang—he could only hear a faint popping sound and distant cries. As his vision went black, Drago thought he was about to die.


When Drago woke up, he was already on a stretcher. Two U.S. Army soldiers were carrying him across the field. “How or why the Army got to me, I don’t know,” Drago said. “I had no idea what happened to the other Marines in my squad. I didn’t think anyone was left alive.”


But as the Army soldiers carried Drago away, more Japanese artillery rounds impacted the area. The Army medics fled, leaving Drago in the middle of the battlefield. “They dropped me and ran for cover,” Drago told me. “I never felt so vulnerable and scared in all my life.”


Drago lay helpless on the stretcher as shells landed around him, burying him in dirt and rock. “The next time I woke I was inside a tent in a field hospital. The doctors informed me I had internal bleeding and other broken blood vessels. I was puking and pissing blood.”


After twelve days of relentless fighting, the division took Sugar Loaf Hill. Sixteen hundred Marines were killed in action. Reporters from Time magazine walked through the hospital tents and tried to interview the wounded Marines. Most told them, respectfully, to “fuck off.”


Drago was one of almost eight thousand Marines wounded and evacuated from the battle. His buddy, Corporal James Day, earned the Medal of Honor for his actions during that battle.


However, the American position wasn’t yet secured. Although they were evacuated from the front lines, the U.S. Navy was still being attacked by Japanese kamikazes. Flak and other ammunition was pumped into the sky to strike enemy planes. However, shrapnel and bullets would rain down on the field hospitals along the beach, wounding patients as they lay on their stretchers. “Marines were earning their second Purple Hearts simply lying in hospital beds,” Drago told me. “No place was safe.”


Drago drifted in and out of consciousness and was eventually placed aboard a hospital ship heading back to Guam and then California. During the voyage, a man stricken with what was then called combat fatigue (now known as post-traumatic stress disorder) attempted to jump off the ship. Drago grabbed the distraught Marine before others helped restrain him.


Drago didn’t reach his breaking point until he returned to the States. While getting ready for his first liberty, he witnessed a well-known boxer from Sixth Marine Division wearing his uniform with ribbons, as if he had been in front-line combat. “He was always in the rear. He was an entertainer. It was bullshit.”


Drago was irate. Dozens of his friends had died for the same medals and ribbons that some entertainer was now showing off to the public. His anger got the best of him. He attacked the boxer, ripping the ribbons off his chest, an action he still doesn’t regret. In response, the Marine Corps placed Drago in a psychiatric ward for a short period of time.


Drago finished his healing process at the Chelsea Naval Hospital in his home state of Massachusetts. There he watched the news broadcast announcing that atomic bombs had been dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima and that the Japanese had surrendered.


“Everyone in the entire hospital celebrated,” Drago recalled fondly. “They waved their crutches and spun circles in their wheelchairs. It was the happiest day alive.”


Nearly every service member in the Chelsea Naval Hospital put their uniforms on and hitchhiked into downtown Boston. Everyone wanted to be in the center of town for the celebrations.


Life moved on. In 1947, the government gave families who had lost loved ones in the war the option to have them exhumed. Their bodies would be dug up from the foreign battlefields on which they were killed and shipped back to the United States at Uncle Sam’s expense. Some families decided to let their sons lie where they were buried, undisturbed. Others wanted them back home.


Drago found out that the family of one of his fallen comrades, Michael Pietrusiewicz, had decided to have his remains shipped home. Drago escorted Michael’s body back to Methuen, Massachusetts, and met the entire family. As they celebrated their loss in Polish tradition, unsettling memories of the war came back to Drago. The experience made him uncomfortable enough to leave and hitchhike back home to Boston.


Nearly seventy-five years later, Joe Drago still finds it difficult to talk about the war. The Sixth Marine Division left the best part of itself on Okinawa, sacrificing men’s bodies, minds, and souls to capture the strategic territory. In this last battle of World War II, nearly twenty-three thousand Japanese soldiers were killed. A couple thousand were taken prisoner. Drago lost twelve personal friends on the island. They won the last battle thanks to great sacrifice.


Drago lived his post-military life as a court officer, while also running a successful side business making awards, trophies, and plaques. He married and had a fulfilling life with his wife, sons, daughters, and six grandkids. Yet nightmares and survivor’s guilt still haunt him.


“One day you will say to yourself, ‘Was that real? Did that actually happen?’ ” he said. As Drago finished his two-hour-long story, he could hardly keep his head up. Physically exhausted, the energy from holding the rifle had faded.


I bid him goodbye and buckled the rifle back up in its case. He made sure I took the gold teeth and an ammunition cartridge belt he had worn during the battle. “I know you’ll bring more attention to this stuff than I can now,” he told me. I nodded my head in agreement but didn’t want to. I knew he was at the end of his life, and it made me sad.
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Joe Drago with the rifle. Photo courtesy of the author





As I thanked him again and closed the door, he called out weakly, “Semper Fi.”










CHAPTER TWO  The Golden Acorn



Ernie Roberts


U.S. Army, Eighty-Seventh Infantry Division


Worcester, Massachusetts


The experience with Joe left me hungry to talk to more World War II veterans. I promised myself that I would fill the whole rifle with different names and battles, and after seeing the reaction that holding an M1 provoked in Joe, I was sure that I could bring some of America’s forgotten heroes back to their days of adventure. I knew the vets would be hard to find, but I resolved to ferret them out wherever I could.


Since Joe had seen action in the Pacific, I wanted someone who had fought in Europe to sign the rifle next. Through some research I was amazed to discover that the president of the Massachusetts Veterans of the Battle of the Bulge Chapter was still alive.


In the fall of 2018, ninety-five-year-old John McAuliffe allowed me to pay him a visit at his home in Worcester, Massachusetts. I entered John’s high-rise apartment and took the elevator to the fourteenth floor. He was, without a doubt, the oldest person living in that public housing complex—and he was living on his own.


Hanging on the door of his apartment was the Battle of the Bulge veterans’ official seal—a helmet, rifle, and pine trees. When the old man let me in, an eerie feeling came over me. I felt like I was looking at my future self. Documents, reading material, and historical information were stacked from floor to ceiling. He had kept all the minutes from the Battle of the Bulge Association meetings since the 1980s.


“Holy cow,” I exclaimed, as John brought out a huge Rolodex.
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Ernie Roberts. Photo courtesy of Ernie Roberts





“Some of these guys I know are still alive,” he assured me. He pulled out names and phone numbers. “I’m sure they would be glad to sign your rifle. As a matter of fact, you should call this man; he was in the same division as me.”


Grateful for the connection, I had John sign the rifle. The man was clearly the glue that had been holding these World War II veterans together over the years, and I was proud to have his legacy decaled on the weapon. Before I left, John handed me a Nazi dagger. Etched on the inside, in German, were the words “For the Fatherland.”


“You can have this. We are lucky to have someone like you interested in us,” he said to me.


The immense honor I felt was second only to the responsibility I felt to the task I had set myself. After a brief meeting, this man was willing to hand over one of his prized wartime possessions. He thought that the work I was doing was important enough to part ways with a memento he had kept for decades. Gripping the dagger, I promised him that I would let everyone know where it had come from. But John didn’t stop there. After rummaging around for a minute, John came back to hand me his uniform. It was as if he had waited his whole life for me to show up to his apartment. Of all people, why am I the one to have the distinct honor of being given his wartime belongings? I thought. Evidently, he knew he was at the end of his life, and trusted me to keep his legacy alive.


For the first time in ages, I drove home without the radio on. Thoughts—not music—raced through my brain. I couldn’t make sense of what had transpired at this man’s home. The Nazi dagger he had given me, his war trophy, was not just a piece of the war. It was a piece of him. I was grateful, but I felt as though I did not deserve it.


The next day, I took the list of phone numbers John had given me to work and began calling. I worked as a police officer Monday through Friday, but if one of the veterans could meet with me spontaneously, I had to be prepared. I brought the rifle and my research with me; that way I could leave my shift and go straight to their homes. My next stop would be Rhode Island to interview a vet from John’s list whom I had contacted.


As I carried the M1 in its plastic case from my truck to the police cruiser, my partner asked with genuine curiosity, “New patrol rifle?”


“Not so much,” I responded. I explained my ongoing project and that we would have to babysit the weapon in our cruiser. I was too scared to leave it in my personal truck alone all day. I placed the case on the tailgate of the truck and popped it open.


“This is the rifle that won the war,” I told my partner.


The Golden Acorn


After work, I pulled up to the house of Ernie Roberts, the first vet I had successfully gotten a hold of through John’s list. When I arrived, his wife greeted me at the door and led me inside to meet Ernie. I was amazed at how young they looked. Ernie showed me around his home. The garage was lined with years of remarkable paintings.


“I did this one a week before 9/11,” Ernie told me, pointing to a painting of the Twin Towers in New York City, “then I did this a week after 9/11.” The painting next to it showed both towers burning. “This is my therapy.” He showed me more paintings of animals and lighthouses.


Ernie and I made our way back to the kitchen table, where I had left the rifle leaning up against the wall. His wife joined us. “What do you want to know?” he asked.


This wasn’t my neighbor Joe I was talking to now. I realized I didn’t have a list of questions to ask, so I winged it. “How old were you when you went in?” I blurted out.


He began telling his story without effort, as if he had been waiting for someone to ask. He wouldn’t stop until he got to the end.


Ernie enlisted as a seventeen-year-old from North Providence, Rhode Island. Though young, he had three siblings in the military and wanted to join. However, he couldn’t. In 1942 there was only one stipulation—Ernie was what the military considered “4F,” incapable of military service. The status was usually given to recruits with hearing, visual, bone, or mental issues.


But Ernie had no physical problems. He was 4F because he was the only source of income for his ill mother. His father had died of cancer two years before the war, and all his siblings had entered the military.


His only way into the military was with written permission from his mother. She had made up her mind that she would not sign for Ernie. With three kids already in the military, she wanted her last son home. It wasn’t until the family doctor told her that young Ernie would “never forgive you if you don’t” that she began to think otherwise.


The fact was, in the 1940s, men sometimes committed suicide after being denied military duty. No one wanted to be the boy from the neighborhood who did not go fight, marked as a coward. Everyone wanted to take part in history.


Ernie eventually succeeded in getting his mother to sign for him. He could send her more money by being in the military anyway, so he chose the war and promised to send half his pay each month.


After completing basic training at Fort Eustis, Virginia, he was sent to infantry school at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, and became a machine gunner. Ernie ended up with the Eighty-Seventh Infantry Division, a National Guard unit activated out of Mississippi. Like every Army unit during World War II, the Eighty-Seventh had its own insignia—a golden acorn—as its unit crest, which each and every soldier in the division wore on his shoulder. It was not the most intimidating design, but the men who wore it would eventually earn respect for the unassuming badge.


In the fall of 1944, the men of the Golden Acorn boarded the USS Queen Elizabeth, a troop transport ship that was setting sail for England. Upon arrival in Great Britain, the men trained for two more months, learning more and more about their German enemy. The D-Day landings in Normandy had already occurred in June, but as of November, France was still not completely liberated. Multiple German infantry divisions held strong in the northern part of the country.


The Eighty-Seventh joined the fight late in the game. Their first mission: oust the remaining fanatic Germans from France.


Ernie’s M Company of the 347th Infantry Regiment first stepped foot on the war-torn continent in Le Havre, France, on November 28, 1944. Before long they were loaded into trucks and rushed 350 miles to the front lines. Their task was to advance northeast to relieve the 26th Infantry Division. The 26th, also known as the Yankee Division, was a Massachusetts National Guard unit that was already hooking and jabbing with the Nazis who refused to let go of France.
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