Captain’s Log July 24, 2010
Our navigation route to Kobe Japan took us very close to the Japanese Island of Iwo Jima in the Bonin chain, where the famous WWII battle took place in February 1945 ( over 65 years ago.) On Saturday, July 24, we made a slight detour in the afternoon to pass by this historic island.

In this picture of our ECDIS (electronic chart), you can see that we are approaching the island from the south-southwest. It indeed looks a little like a pork chop; and is fairly small in size (just 4.5 miles long and 2.5 miles wide).  But the colossal struggle that occurred here between the United States and the Empire of Japan made this island gigantic in the annuls of history. 
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The most imposing feature of the island is Mount Suribachi, on the extreme southern end of the island. Moving northeast from there along the southern shoreline is the site of the beach landings where the initial assault by the U.S. Marines took place .
While Mount Suribachi is only 545 feet above sea level, its prominence over the rest of the island’s topography is remarkable. As we approached the island, you can see how stark of a feature the volcanic crater really is.  

Although 545 feet seems small for a mountain, to the marines approaching the beaches below it festooned with every kind of Japanese ordinance available to unleash at them, it must have seemed 10 times that tall. 
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Knowing the incredible violence, brutality and sacrifice that occurred here, and the huge loss of life and the amount of human pain suffered, one felt very eerie as we got closer and closer to it. 
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Once we got close to the island, we completely circumnavigated its shoreline looking at the island from every perspective and side.  Below you can see the actual invasion beaches below Suribachi on the south shore of the island.
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This picture is the northeast side near Pt. Kitano, where the battle finally ended more than 3 weeks after the initial invasion.
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The battle of Iwo Jima was the only battle in the Pacific where the American forces suffered more casualties than the Japanese. It was the first defense of their home islands. Out of the approximately 22,000 man Japanese garrison, only 212 allowed themselves to be taken prisoner. The remainder either had to be killed by American forces one defensive position at a time or killed themselves as required in honoring their Bushido code.  Even though the Japanese knew they would not be victorious, their strategy was to try and take 10 American lives for each one of their own soldiers. The Japanese high command believed that if they could make the Americans suffer too high a casualty rate here, it would convince Washington not to try and invade the home islands.
The preliminary 3-day bombardment by the American Navy proved almost useless. The Japanese had completely moved underground, digging over 16 miles of tunnels (the network connecting most parts of the island) and over 1500 rooms out of solid rock. Therefore, almost the entire garrison was left intact when the Marines finally hit the beaches. 

Out of the three Marine divisions engaged in the battle, the 4th, 5th and 3rd Marine Divisions, 6,891 were killed and 18,070 wounded trying to dig the Japanese defenders out of the rocks, caves and tunnels. Even though ultimately victorious, these staggering losses left an indelible horror on the American psyche that persists to this day; at least it did to us as we gazed at the hollowed ground only a mile and a half distant.
While nowhere near the level of carnage and bloodbath faced by the Marines ashore, the U.S. Navy did suffer some battle losses as well. Even though not prevalent in this battle, a Japanese kamikaze attack did sink the escort carrier USS Bismarck killing 318 sailors. The carrier USS Yorktown also suffered an attack by a Kamikaze and a U.S. destroyer was struck by a shore battery resulting in over 50 casualties.  The limited kamikaze action in this battle would foreshadow the massive use of kamikaze tactics in the following battle of Okinawa.  For those readers interested in that battle, I could recommend the book, Typhoon of Steel: The Battle of Okinawa, by Belote. It is a detailed account of the incredible struggle there detailing perspectives from both American and Japanese sides.
In deference and recognition to the visitation around Iwo Jima, we showed Clint Eastwood’s “Flags of Our Fathers” movie last night on the ship’s movie system where the iconic image and story of the flag raising above Suribachi (infamously captured by combat photographer Rosenthal) was so poignantly portrayed.
After a two-hour visit, we rounded Mt. Suribachi a final time and again set our course for the next port of Kobe, where we are looking forward to a student exchange visit with Kobe Maritime University.                                    
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Captain Paul Leyda
