
By Sgt Duane Decker, USMC

T he f irst morning we were 
awakened in the dark by a heavy 
drone of airplanes overhead. 

The drone went on and on and on. What 
made it peculiar was that it did not get 
louder and it did not get softer. It was like 
somebody had played a Victrola record 
and the needle was stuck.

The Army corporal, awake in the next 
sack, must have seen us sit up to listen.

“It’s the B-29s on the milk run,” he 
explained.

We fell back in the sack, thinking 
with pleasure of that convoy of bombs 

streaming overhead, airmail express 
from the Marianas to The Place. But we’d 
hardly fallen asleep again when something 
else woke us up.

This was a series of sharp, angry roars 
which sounded about 10 feet above the 
top of the tent. Outside, still half asleep, 
we looked. We watched one escorting 
Mustang after another, each seeming to 
have been catapulted straight into the air 
from some giant slingshot. They went 
screaming into the skies while the B-29s 
droned on in an unruffl ed obbligato.

We went back to the sack. An hour later 
when we got up for chow, the B-29s were 
still droning away. Suddenly some more 

Mustangs began to roar out after them.
“How long does this go on?” we asked.
The corporal glanced at his watch. 

“Maybe 15 or 20 minutes more. By this 
time, I can just about tell when they’re 
getting near the end.”

“It’s a long milk run.”
“Just average,” he said. “If you go up to 

Motoyama No. 2 this afternoon, around 
3:30, you can watch the B-29s that got hit 
when they limp in here.”

We were staying at Island Command 
Headquarters, six months after the 
Marines had landed. This was Iwo, the 
secured base, the trigger of the Big Gun 
pointed at Honshu and Kyushu.

IWO: D+180

From the Leatherneck Archives: September 1945

Iwo Jima is still a drab and sinister isle, but thousands of Seabees and Army engineers have built a mighty base upon the ashes and 
rocks of its battle� elds. Blasted wreckage of a Japanese ship frames this view of Quonset huts above the littered east beach where 
Marines landed.
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It is still an ugly, sinister island and it 
probably always will be. No one in his 
right mind would ever set foot on this 
black ash heap by choice but it has turned 
in six months from the most famous 
battlefi eld in the Pacifi c to a beehive of 
construction activity.

Seabees and Army engineers already 
have turned Motoyama No. 1 and No. 2 
into modern airfi elds with sleek, blacktop 

strips. No. 3 is well on the way. All manner 
of roads cross and re-cross the island —
dirt roads, to be sure, but good ones. 
Quonset huts are popping up all over.

Huge warehouses are being fi lled and 
drained and then fi lled again with an 
endless chain of supplies. Ships pour in 
and out of the anchorage, day after day. 
Hills and caves and rocks that get in the 
way of progress are blasted to the high 

heavens. But above all the noise and 
confusion of activity, Iwo’s main business 
stands out like a beacon. Everywhere you 
hear that inevitable drone of airplanes.

 Nowhere in the world has a greater 
degree of concentrated construction been 
compressed into 5 square miles than on 
Iwo. Where the Japanese, when they 
held it, fi lled it up with 20,000 combat 
troops and a few thousand construction 

Below: Mustang � ghter planes stand ready for their next mission along the blacktopped air strip of Motoyama Field No. 2. Iwo’s 
main business today is aerial war, and the drone of powerful engines can be heard everywhere above the noisy confusion of 
construction in highest gear.

Where the loose volcanic ash once was torn and furrowed by shell� re, it now lies smoothly on the carefully tended Marine graves. 
Suribachi stands as a monument above this cemetery.

It is still an ugly, sinister island and it probably always will be. No one in his 

right mind would ever set foot on this black ash heap by choice ...
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workers, we filled it up with thousands of 
construction workers and fewer combat 
troops.

Of course, 80 percent of this construction 
work is being done by Seabee battalions, 
and since Seabees are notoriously double-
threat men, you have a very high combat 
potential. But with the island chock 
full of fighter planes and bristling with 
antiaircraft guns, the Japanese would 
have about as much chance of effecting 
a landing there as they’d have at Oahu.

Suribachi, directly behind us, is covered 
at the top with a vast gingerbread network 
of complicated gizmos. A jeep and a truck 
can be seen crisscrossing the mountain on 
the way up, following the road which now 
goes diagonally back and forth across the 
side of it, like a casually unspooled ribbon.

Everyone still lives in tents without 
decks. The Quonsets are all warehouses or 
administrative lashups. Water is rationed. 
Illumination in the tents is strictly candles 
or kerosene lamps. At least once a week 
there has been an air raid, but none of 
them has amounted to much. G-2 tells 
you that the damage from them has been 
negligible thanks to the Japanese’s more 
serious preoccupation with Okinawa 
shipping.

Every enlisted man of the Garrison 
Force here (with exception of the top pay 
grades) pulls guard duty from 7 until 7 

about once a week. Life here is more 
inconvenient than it is rugged. But still, 
you’re sharply aware that the war isn’t so 
many miles away.

On the other hand, a lot of civilization 
has come to Iwo since the Marines left. 
There are a couple of lively volleyball 
games going on every afternoon at the 
foot of Suribachi. And not far from the 
volleyball courts, you can see a long ice 

Above: An antiaircraft battalion headquarters is forti�ed for protection against 
continuing Japanese air raids.

Right: Beyond the shattered concrete of a Japanese pillbox lies this large supply 
dump. Warehouses are under construction, but huge piles of materiel under canvas 
and in the open show that Iwo is far from a completed base. Everyone lives in tents 
since Quonsets must serve other uses.

Above: “Manila John” Basilone was only 
one of the many great Marines who paid 
the bitter cost of Iwo.
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You’re sharply aware that the war isn’t so many miles away. On the other 

hand, a lot of civilization has come to Iwo since the Marines left. 

Above: This road winds in hairpin turns 
up the steep, bare slope of Mount 
Suribachi.

Left: Marines fought through a thick belt 
of Japanese forti� cations at the foot of 
Mount Suribachi, where volleyball games 
are now played every day.
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The enlisted man now gets three beers or Cokes (warm) twice a week. And 

once a week we can watch the offi  cers sweat it out in the long whiskey line.

Many things are needed for modern warfare, even in the most advanced of our bases. Seabees built and are operating this plant 
which produces asphalt at the northern end of the island.

The new hospital on the north end. Three main avenues of 
one hospital area are dedicated to the three Marine Divisions 
which fought for the island.
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cream line form about three days a week. 
The enlisted man now gets three beers or 
Cokes (warm) twice a week. And once a 
week we can watch the officers sweat it 
out in the long whiskey line.

Then there are the Iwo showers—a 
department where “The Porkchop,” as 
some of them like to call this Rock, has it 
over the rest of the Pacific Rocks for sheer 
luxury. On Iwo you take hot showers, 
thanks to those sulphur springs. While it 
comes out of the ground scalding hot, by 
the time it’s distributed to the overhead 
vats that serve as showers, it’s a fairly 
nice temperature.

There are movies now, at least every 
other night in each area. There is a 
mimeographed morning news bulletin. 
There are night school courses at 
Suribachi College (it’s the mess hall by 
day) in bookkeeping, Spanish and a lot 
of other things. A radio station was being 
set up then and is probably going by now. 
The Seabees have a big asphalt plant. 
There’s laundry service. There’s a patch 
of tomatoes under cultivation. And believe 
it or not, they sell coat hangers at PX.

But no matter where you go or what 
you look at or listen to, you can’t forget 
for a minute what Iwo primarily stands 
for in the scheme of the Pacific war. 
Because there is scarcely a minute of the 
day when you can’t see or hear at least a 
dozen planes buzzing overhead.

Editor’s note: Photos were taken by Sgt 
John Jolokai, USMC.

The Japanese had vegetable gardens on Iwo and so do Army garrison troops. This tomato patch near the east shore gets plenty of 
care with cans protecting plants from wind and rain.

With few hard surfaced roads, heavy tra�c 
and rain can make driving a challenge.
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