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D- Day: From Normandy  
to Saipan

They will be sore tried, by night and by day, without rest— until 
the victory is won. The darkness will be rent by noise and flame. 
Men’s souls will be shaken with the violences of war.

— “Franklin Roosevelt’s D- Day Prayer,” June 6, 1944

As Task Force 58 readies for the long trek into the Marianas, Gen-
eral Vandegrift is back home speaking at a veterans’ hall. The Medal of 
Honor recipient from Guadalcanal had become the eighteenth com-
mandant of the United States Marine Corps. His audience includes 
men recovering from recent wounds and older vets from World War I.

The general begins, “Mr. Mayor, veterans, guests and friends— it is 
indeed a pleasure for me to be here tonight to do honor to those men 
from this community who have gone forth to fight for our country. 
They are here in spirit. They would appreciate your turning out to do 
them honor.”1

It stirred the general’s heart to hear the band play the same martial 
music he had heard on the docks in 1942 as his Marines boarded the 
ships that took them to the South Pacific. Now he looks into the eyes 
of men in the honor guard, and he recognizes some of them. They 
share the unspoken language of common experience. They know the 
jungle, the heat, the bodies, the deafening explosions, the darkness 
“rent by noise and flame,” as FDR had so eloquently put it in his radio 
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nine .33-caliber lead balls. The point is finally cleared during the late 
morning of the following day.10

On the other side of Afetna Point and the sugar dock, the 4th 
Division is pinned down. Some are dug in barely twelve yards off the 
water’s edge. Only four of the fourteen medium tanks make it to the 
beach.
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“A Ghastly Relentlessness”

In late July, as Operation Forager ground on in the Marianas, the 
military brain trust of the United States was poring over maps and 
pondering its next steps. FDR and his admirals and generals were 
flush with victory. General Eisenhower and the Allied army in Nor-
mandy had broken out of the confined pocket that had hemmed them 
in since June 6. The German Army had fought furiously to keep them 
contained, but on July 25, the dam had finally broken.

Following a massive bombardment by 1,800 bombers from the 
Eighth Air Force, the German line at Saint- Lô was pulverized and the 
US Army poured through the gap. The American war correspondent 
Ernie Pyle wrote of the sheer force of the air attack, “Their march 
across the sky was slow and studied. I’ve never known anything that 
had about it the aura of such a ghastly relentlessness.”1

A ghastly relentlessness! In the Pacific, the Marines stormed the 
beaches, clawed through the jungles, and clung to their gains, killing 
and moving, moving and killing, breaking the will of the Japanese 
with that same kind of “ghastly relentlessness.”

By the end of the Marianas battles, the Marines had triumphed in 
seven major amphibious assaults across the stepping- stones of the cen-
tral Pacific. The campaign had begun in August 1942 at Guadalcanal, 
and with the exception of a few surviving soldiers there, whom the 
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of all landing beaches and the reef immediately offshore, he had his 
men plant five hundred wire- controlled mines in the shallow waters. 
Seven hundred yards farther offshore, he registered massive concen-
trations at the edge of the reef, where he anticipated that the transfer 
operations would occur to embark the assault forces into the attack-
ing LVTs.20

But most important, he set all his forces to the task of digging, 
tunneling, blasting, and boring into the most hostile collection of up- 
thrusting, razor- sharp coral mutations that formed the myriad mazes 
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“An Island of Sulphur: No Water, 
No Sparrow, and No Swallow”1

Five months before, as the assault waves of the 2nd and 4th Marine 
Divisions had hit the beaches of Saipan, Admiral Marc Mitscher’s 
Fast Carrier Task Force had reached its long arm far to the north to 
destroy any Japanese air forces that might intrude into the battle. In 
doing so, they had swept over the Bonin island of Iwo Jima, 760 miles 
south of Tokyo.

The 7,000 Japanese defenders dug in frantically, scampering to-
ward bomb shelters as sirens blared. Japanese aircraft hurried into the 
sky to meet the threat, engaging in a desperate dogfight. On the is-
land below, the defenders watched the action above, as the Americans 
gained control. One discouraged defender wrote in his diary, “Some-
how, my faith in our Navy air groups has been somewhat shaken.”2

Four days later, on June 19, the Americans were back. This time, 
101 Japanese fighters took off from Motoyama 1 airfield. “There was 
an air battle for about fifteen minutes, 5,000 meters south of Iwo 
Jima,” said First Lieutenant Musashino. “Those who had been watch-
ing the battle felt very sad when none of our planes returned. After, 
some ten to twenty planes came to Iwo Jima from Japan . . . but all of 
them were destroyed. . . . There was now no Japanese planes and no 
vessels.”3
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“An Island of Sulphur: No Water, No Sparrow, and No Swallow”

Without the participation of the Combined Fleet, there was no 
possibility of the land- based forces in the Philippines having a 
chance.  .  .  . It was decided to send the whole fleet, taking the 
gamble. If things went well, we might obtain unexpectedly good 
results; if the worst would happen, there was a chance we would 
lose the entire fleet; but I felt that chance had to be taken.7

The outcome is catastrophic: Japan loses 26 ships, the United States 
only 6. From October to December, Japan will lose 7,000 aircraft, 
including 722 kamikazes; during those months, the United States will 
lose 967.8

As 1944 grinds to an end, the strategic situation in the Pacific 
resembles a giant triangle. At the apex stands Japan. Forming the base 
angle on the left are MacArthur’s forces in the Philippines; on the 
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“Hell with the Fire Out”

Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to stand 
against the wiles of the devil.

— Ephesians 6:11, read by a Protestant chaplain on board  
the Bunker Hill1

For four months, air strikes pummel Iwo Jima. On December 8, the 
horses of the Seventh Air Force join the hounds of the Navy to again 
pound away at its defenses. In the greatest aerial attack of all the battles 
of the Pacific theater, B-24 Liberators from the Marianas rain bombs 
and explosives on the Bonin Islands for seventy- four straight days.2

General Kuribayashi writes letters to his wife; he warns her not 
to expect him to return and to get her affairs in order. “Are you still 
in Tokyo? Believe me, the bombings will get steadily worse, so I wish 
that you’d go to a safe place.”3

February 11 is the 2,605th anniversary of the founding of the na-
tion of Japan. For the occasion, “Song for the Defense of Iwo,” is 
played on the radio. The battered men, huddled in their caves and 
surviving on water and small vegetables, listen to the children sing.4

Down south from the imperial city
a small lonely island floats.
The fate of our imperial country
lies in the hands of this island,
Iwo Jima.
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Two minutes after 9:00 a.m., the first assault wave of troops (the 
second wave behind the gunboats) slams onto the three- thousand- 
yard- long beach. Marines from the 4th and 5th Divisions swarm over 
the sides of their tracked vehicles “and hit the volcanic sand at a run 
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working by myself. I didn’t have any more pole charge people. So in 
the process of four hours, I was able to use up six flamethrowers and 
eliminate the enemy within seven pillboxes. I have no explanation of 
how I did it. I don’t remember how or when I got the other five flame-
throwers. Why they didn’t get me, why the mortars didn’t get me, 
why the bullets didn’t get me, I have no explanation for that.”51 For 
his “aggressive fighting spirit and valiant devotion to duty,” Hershel 
Williams received the Medal of Honor for his heroism.52

But despite the heroics of the 21st Marines, it is unable to hold its 
hard- won positions and is forced to retreat to its initial position south 
of the runway.53

On February 22, D + 3, Lieutenant General Keller Rockey throws 
the entire 5th Division forward in an attempt to dislodge the enemy. 
Ten officers are killed, joining the ten killed the day before. Thirty- 
five men are lost in four days of combat.54 Kuribayashi’s killing fields 
carpet the island. There are no weak points.
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The Badlands

After the flag raising, it was a horror.1

— George J. Colburn, 3rd Division, 9th Infantry Regiment

Bang! The supply crates on the beach rattle as explosions rock the 
ground up north. The ships offshore hurl 2,500 tons of exploding 
steel into enemy positions on airfield Motoyama 2. Air strikes quickly 
follow as the Marines attempt to attack the runway from the other 
direction.

Off the northern tip of Motoyama 1, two small taxiways connect 
the two airfields. The plan is to deploy a column of tanks to follow 
the taxiway from Motoyama 1 to the left flank of Motoyama 2 and 
attack from there.

It is 9:15 a.m. on Saturday, February 24. As the tanks lumber out 
onto the western end of the second airfield, Companies I and K of the 
3rd Battalion, 21st Marines, will follow three other battalions of tanks 
across in a coordinated attack.2

But the plan implodes. The Japanese have seeded the connecting 
taxiway with antitank mines. The first tank in the column hits a mine 
and grinds to a halt. The column presses forward, but now the second 
tank is hit and explodes in a burst of scorching flame, triggered by a 
tremendous five- hundred- pound aerial torpedo rigged as a mine.3

Again the staggered column lurches forward, straight into the teeth 
of Japanese antitank fire coming from the fifty- foot ridge at the inter-
section of the northeast– southwest runway and the east– west runway 
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The attack begins with two battalions abreast. The jump- off point 
is south of both runways and requires a double crossing of the pave-
ment to advance toward the objectives.43 Twenty- six tanks of the 3rd 
Tank Battalion support the assault.

At 9:30 a.m., the tanks crawl onto the southernmost runway and 
head north with three tanks of Company A in the lead: Ateball, Ag-
ony, and Angel. But they don’t make it even to the second runway 
crossing before Agony and Angel explode in flames. Ateball is hit by 
a high- velocity shell and stopped in its tracks. Japanese gunners fire 
down the flat runways, unobstructed.

The 9th Marines press forward against murderous fire, but at the 
end of a five- hour fight, it has little to show for its mounting casual-
ties. The 1st Battalion manages to advance only a hundred yards to 
the base of Hill Peter, and the 2nd Battalion just makes it across the 
double runway.44 Nine tanks are lost.

The next day is more of the same, and after a little progress is 
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what day it is, but it is Thursday, March 8, and the sun is peeking out 
for the first time in many days. The Marine line occupies the cliffs 
overlooking the sea, and a reconnaissance patrol, including Woody 
Williams, walks the hill down to the edge of the sand and scoops up 
ocean water in a canteen, proof that they have finally come to the end 
of the island. It is sent back to the corps commander, Major General 
Harry Schmidt, with a note: “For inspection, not consumption.”55

But the heroic Dominick Grossi does not make it to the eastern 
shore. As he and his men attempt to move down the hill overlooking 
the beach, his unit comes under heavy flanking fire. The second lieu-
tenant, Navy Cross recipient, and football star from Lockport, New 
York, is hit in the chest and torso, killed on the hill leading down to 
the sea.

Days before, he tucked this letter into the outgoing mailbag:

Dearest Mother,
I’m still on Iwo Jima and am well. Our leave from here has been 

delayed a couple of days. I’ ll write again as soon as I hit my base. 
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Early on the morning of March 11, these four launchers begin to 
hurl a combined, earsplitting ten barrages into Cushman’s Pocket— 
more than three tons of explosives. When the smoke finally clears, the 

UnknownValor_9780062853851_finalRev_MB1216_cc19.indd   260 12/16/19   5:21 PM


