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FAST Marines experience Iwo Jima

By Journalist 3rd Class Patrick Dille

IWO JIMA, Japan – The eastern bank of Iwo Jima was littered with twisted metal and chaotic disarray the morning of Feb. 19, 1945. Thousands of U.S. Marines crawled through ashen sand and silt up an artillery beaten beachhead. American men died by the hundreds as they inched their way inland through deafening machine-gun fire. Japanese soldiers shelled them with pinpoint accuracy from pillboxes lining the beach and from bunkers atop Mt. Suribachi, rising like a volcanic fortress on the horizon. 

Nearly 59 years after the grisly battle, Marines from Second Fleet Anti-Terrorism Security Team (FAST) Co., 7th Platoon visited Iwo Jima Jan. 17 to commemorate the anniversary of the battle that played a pivotal role in their service’s history. 

On that day, the tiny Japanese island was draped in extraordinary quiet. Warm, light wind whispered across its eight-square miles, through hundreds of bullet-ridden pillboxes and miles of abandoned tunnels. Lush vegetation thrived in the craters where bombs once violently tore at the earth. Mt. Suribachi, the site of horrific carnage over a half century ago, had been transformed into a calm and pristine refuge.

The 3rd, 4th and 5th Marine Division’s battle for Iwo Jima began with relative and uncalculated ease in February of 1945. But an early lull in Japanese resistance to the first American offensive was but a tactic, rapidly escalating into a deluge of rifle and mortar fire as the second wave of American forces hit. The clash left more than 500 Americans dead the first day. The beach became a wasteland, and the seemingly insurmountable goal of taking Mt. Suribachi eluded Marines for another four days.

“The Marines came onto the beach, and as you can see, it’s quite an expanse to cover,” said Lance Cpl. Bill Templeton, 33, panning the ashen-colored beach through slightly squinted eyes. “The Japanese already had the fortifications set in and had interlocking fields of fire with machine guns.”

Templeton, an infantry machine gunner with 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon, 2nd squad, projected a scholarly disposition, possibly from his ten years as a newspaperman with the Jonesboro Sun, in his hometown of Jonesboro, Ark. He has also learned a great deal during his time as a Marine about the harrowing events that transpired here over a half century ago.

“The mortars could hit anything on the island,” Templeton said, pointing toward haze-shrouded Suribachi in the distance ahead. The Japanese had considerable firepower atop the mountain and had zeroed in on virtually every inch of the island. 

Evidence of the battle for Iwo Jima is scattered all over the island. On D-day in 1945, still smoldering heaps of obliterated tanks and landing craft clogged Invasion Beach. In 2004, the evidence is far less obvious. 

Midway down the beach, a hulking engine block sat rusting, half buried in the sand. Some of the Marines had stopped to inspect it, while others broke through a tangled nest of underbrush into one of the many pillboxes lining the beach.

The FAST Marines seemed to become uniquely aware of the struggle that transpired there. It was a sign that climbing through foxholes, sliding a hand across coarse, weathered mortar – becoming familiar with history firsthand is an intensely enlightening experience.

“There have been two defining moments in my life. The first was when I joined the Marine Corps. The second was when I visited Iwo Jima,” said Gunnery Sgt. Alan Epps, assistant 7th Fleet Marine Liaison, who coordinated the trip.. 

Sifting through the shattered ramparts and rusting metal instills an acute awareness of the past because the reality Marines had to face during the battle is within grasp, said Cpl. Steven Goodson, from Vancouver, Wash., an infantryman with 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon, 2nd squad. “It’s an experience you can’t get anywhere else – not in a classroom, not by talking about it with other Marines,” he continued, crouching low, running his fingers along the rough, corroded edge of the beached engine.

“In boot camp, they talked about the odds Marines had to face to get here and the fearless enemy they had to face,” said Goodson, 20, standing to survey the nearby pillbox. “It put Marines in the position where they had to face all odds. You were already dead as soon as you put foot on this island, so the fear of death wouldn’t have been something common here, I suspect.”

Adm. Chester Nimitz, Pacific Fleet commander at the time, expressed his sentiments toward the men who fought here by saying, “Of the Marines on Iwo Jima, uncommon valor was a common virtue.”

Words like valor, courage, sacrifice; they seemed to echo in this place and instill a somber, reflective temper in the young Marines. As the men of 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon began to move again, they walked among each other with bold affinity. It was as if they had embodied the audacious spirits of the Marines who once walked here 59 years ago.

“No matter how much technology you have; no matter how much of an edge you have on your enemy, the basics are what will save you,” said Goodson, flattening a patch of vines down for the Marines following him. “I’m talking about the squad level – how much you care about that Marine next to you; if you’re willing to die for that Marine.”

On D-day in 1945, the 28th Marines, 5th Marine Division moved up the slopes of Suribachi. Land on the mountain was won in feet and came at a great cost. Marines cleared tunnels and bunkers with grenades and flamethrowers one by one. 

Geologic gouges from that considerable struggle have mostly been covered by overgrowth and the effects of time along the road to the summit of Suribachi. The Marines of 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon made a last push up the road just as the sun reached its noon apex. Excitement flashed through them like an electric current.

“I think every Marine needs to do this at least once because it’s so easy to forget why you signed up,” said Cpl. Clay Rojas, an assaultman with 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon, 3rd squad. “In the midst of all the daily duties it’s kind of tough to remember because you go through so much. But when you visit where your forefathers died, it makes you remember that someday a young Marine might walk up a hill where I died and honor my memory too.”

At the top of Suribachi, the young Marines dropped their packs and filtered onto the modest memorial site of the famous flag raising captured by Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal. An altar-like monument stands just in front of the actual spot where Marines hoisted a makeshift flagpole and American flag, signaling the capture of the mountain Feb. 23, 1945. A brass globe and anchor, the Marine insignia, sits where the flag once stood.

“The flag raising at Mt. Suribachi made the Marine Corps for another 500 years,” said Goodson reflectively, quoting a landmark statement by then Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal indicating his feelings on America’s indisputable need for heroes like the Marines at Suribachi.

The trip to Iwo Jima and climb to Suribachi was one of the last operational events 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon enjoyed together. According to Marine Capt. Bryce Armstrong, 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon assistant commander, they departed Japan Jan. 22, destined for their home of Yorktown Naval Weapons Station, Yorktown, Va. There, they will remain on alert status for a short time before moving on to other platoons deploying mostly to Iraq in April and May.

Armstrong said that, even though the 2nd FAST, 7th Platoon will no longer exist after their stop in Yorktown, the Marines who have spent the past six months operating here will take their invaluable experiences with them as they move on to new challenges and opportunities in support of freedom throughout the world.
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