THE COAST GUARD AT IWO JIMA

by Dr. Robert M. Browning, Jr.
The raising of the American flag on Iwo Jima in February 1945, marked the culmination of two years of hard fighting that had progressed 3,500 miles across the Pacific. With this island in Allied hands, they now stood poised to strike directly at Japan. The Coast Guard had played an integral part in each of the invasions during the Pacific campaign and advanced with the other services every step of the way.
Almost exactly midway between Saipan and Tokyo lay the island of Iwo Jima. Although the largest island in the Bonin Island group, this pork-chop shaped island was only four and a half miles long and two and a half wide at its widest point. The highest point is Mount Suribachi, rising a commanding 550 feet above sea level on the southern end of the island. Allied planners believed the capture of this volcanic island would ease later operations because the island could be used as an emergency air base for heavy bombers attacking Tokyo and other important industrial cities in Japan. Furthermore fighters based on the island could supply cover for bombers from Iwo Jima to the targets and back.
The Japanese realized the importance of the island and began fortifying their defenses of Iwo Jima in March 1944. Due to its size the Japanese knew that the entire island could be easily bombarded from sea. In designing the defenses they took this into consideration. These defenses took advantage of the rough terrain and included a network of concealed emplacements for artillery, mortars, and machine guns. The Japanese connected many of these positions with an intricate system of underground tunnels, excavated rooms, blockhouses and caves, all designed to make the capture of the island costly.
Nine hundred vessels sailed in the numerous task groups in support of the Allied invasion. These ships carried an expeditionary force of over 70,000 Marines, nearly 4,000 men in the naval landing force, and over 36,000 garrison troops to attack the 21,000 Japanese defenders. The Allies set 19 February as D-Day. The assault forces arrived off the southeast side of the island to make landings at seven predetermined beaches stretching only 3,500 yards. Included in these vessels were the attack transports Bayfield (APA-33) and the Callaway (APA-35).  Eighteen LSTs and the submarine chaser PC-469, all manned by the Coast Guard, also participated in the landings.
The two transport groups arrived off the beaches before daylight and began debarking troops. Control parties established the line of departure 4,000 yards off the beach. LSTs in the tractor groups hove to 1,500 yards farther from the beach. The LSTs and LSMs put LVTs, LVT(A)s and DUWKs into the water while the larger transports lowered LCMs and LCVPs for the later waves of the assault. The scene was described "like all the cats in the world having kittens." 
The first five waves, comprising only LVTs, formed at the line of departure off the southeast beaches. The first wave consisted of 68 LVT(A)s. These small craft reached the beach at 0900 under light gunfire and the next four waves followed within twenty-three minutes.
With no reefs surrounding the island the landings had promised little difficulty. The beach looked like a fine gravel dump with brown volcanic ash and black cinders that looked like sand covering the island and the landing beaches. Unfortunately the anticipated good beach conditions did not materialize. The LVTs found their progress blocked by a terrace that rose, in some places, fifteen feet. The cinders and ash also hampered progress because it offered poor traction and the tracked craft could not easily traverse over this surface. To make matters worse, the surf broke directly on the beach, broaching and carrying the small craft sideways. The real trouble began when the wreckage began collecting in the landing areas, blocking and disabling later waves of landing craft.
Within thirty minutes after the landings began, the Japanese increased the bombardment of the beachhead. This artillery and mortar fire further added to the number of craft damaged and out of action. Due to the wreckage, the successive waves of landing craft had difficulty getting to the beach. As they came in wave after wave more damage resulted among the craft.
The Coast Guard coxswains found it necessary to back their craft into the wind and current to keep from going onto the beach. The beachmasters, salvage parties, and beach parties normally kept the beaches clear, but due to the intense Japanese mortar fire, none of these men could remain on the beach. Therefore the coxswains in the landing craft had to take all the initiative to get to the beach and back off. Even the larger LSMs and LSTs that came to the beach later had difficulty and their commanding officers struggled to keep the waves from broaching their ships. Pontoon causeways were also launched but the seaward ends could not be anchored and they broached, sank, ran adrift and added to the wreckage already on the beaches. The wreckage eventually caused the beaches to be closed to everything smaller than a LCT until tugs and other craft cleared the beach for later waves to disembark troops and supplies.
Despite all the confusion, the Coast Guard landed contingents of the 4th and 5th Marine divisions along with their gear, bulldozers, vehicles, rations, small arms, water, and virtually everything that would keep the landing forces moving inland. By the end of D-Day 30,000 troops had landed although the beachhead was only 4,000 yards long and 700 yards deep. The 5th Marines on the left advanced quickly across the narrow part of the island and captured one of the three airfields. Part of this division then swung towards Mount Suribachi while other units fought their way northward. 
The Coast Guard ships remained busy off shore. The Bayfield, only 2,000 yards off shore took on board over 250 Marine casualties from small craft as they came from the beaches. The Coast Guard manned LSTs also took the wounded off the beaches and treated them on board. During the operations Coast Guard vessels suffered from the attacks. The LST-792, LST-758, and the LST-760, were all struck by Japanese fire on the beach. 
The fighting ashore was tough but the Marines made slow and steady progress. The 5th Marines secured the top of Mt. Suribachi on February 23rd, killing 600 Japanese to reach the summit. There were, however, 1,000 more defenders on the mountain securely entrenched in the numerous caves and tunnels and it took close and bloody fighting to kill them. The 4th Marines landed in the middle of the southeast side of the island and pushed toward the northern end. The 3rd Marines completed landing on the 24th of February. All three divisions advanced abreast to the north part of the island. The 4th drove on the right, the 3rd in the middle, and the 5th on the left. The island was declared secure on March 16th. Nevertheless, the Japanese, in isolated pockets, continued their resistance for months. 
 -----------------
NOW THE "REST OF THE STORY": THE RAISING OF THE FLAG AT IWO JIMA
The most enduring image of the capture of Iwo Jima is the Marines raising the American flag on Mt. Suribachi. Although the story of the flag raising has been told many times, there is a portion of the story that is relatively neglected. This part of the story is the Coast Guard's small contribution to this historic event.
After the initial landings on 19 February, LSTs began landing at the base of Mt. Suribachi to unload supplies for the advancing American troops. One of these ships was the Coast Guard manned LST-758. On 23 February, after several days of intense fighting, a forty-man detachment of the 28th Marines, 5th Marine Division scaled the volcano and after a short firefight, secured the top of the mountain. LT Harold Schrier and his men from the 28th Marine Regiment lashed an American flag to a piece of iron pipe and raised it on Mt. Suribachi at 1020. The flag, however, was too small to be seen for any distance. Later Schrier procured a larger flag, borrowed from the Navy LST-779.  This flag, however, was very large and there was no pipe long enough to fly it properly.  Schrier then sent a Marine runner down the mountain to find a more appropriate flag.  According to Robert Resnick, the quartermaster on duty on board the LST-758, Rene Gagnon from 28th Marine Regiment boarded the LST and requested an American flag. Resnick issued Gannon a number 7 American flag from the ship's bunting box.  Before leaving, Gannon was also given a 21-foot-long piece of steamfitter's pipe to serve as the flagpole.
After Gannon struggled to the top of Mt. Suribachi, the marines hoisted this flag and Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal was there to capture the event.  This image, as everyone knows, became one of the most famous photographs of the war and will forever symbolize the American victory at Iwo Jima.
 
USCG Veteran Provided Stars and Stripes for U.S. Marines
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BOCA RATON, Fla. — In the shadow of Mt. Suribachi, a young quartermaster patrols the deck of LST-758.  The year is 1945.  Naval guns thunder and the buzz of bullets punctuates the air as a bloody battle rages on Iwo Jima.
“Men were dying by the score.  I watched it in utter sadness and terror for them,” said Robert L. Resnick, 82, a Coast Guard veteran and quartermaster on LST-758, beached off the island that historic day.  “I thought what a horrible thing is happening. I was an eyewitness to the sad, horrible day.  It was a slaughter, a horrible thing right on the beach.”
It was a day that has become the key symbol of the Marine Corps.  Resnick was much more than a witness.  Shortly after the tide turned in that bloody battle, he provided the stars and stripes and staff that enabled U.S. Marines to plant the American flag on the island, a moment captured on film and relived for generations to come.
Vivid Memories 60 Years Later
Six decades later, the Boca Raton resident vividly recalls the sights and sounds of his historic voyage to Iwo Jima.  Ira Hayes, a Native American from Arizona, befriended him. Resnick mimics the rat-tat-tat of staccato gunfire, as he describes the odor of gunfire that fateful day.
 “We were scared,” he said, his voice reaching a high pitch as he recounts the mayhem and fear.  He recalls the close quarters on his 329-foot LST, a light surface transport ship.  “But we didn’t mind, we were committed. Absolutely committed.”
 “We were young and impassioned, what can I say?” said Resnick.
 Resnick, who started an elastics for children’s wear business 63 years ago, joined the Coast Guard in 1944.  A younger brother soon joined the Army.
“We both wanted to do our part,” he said.
A crisp black and white photo on his mantel depicts his innocence and youth circa 1940s (see photos below).  Resnick sports a wide smile in his dark navy, mounted patrol shore uniform.  A darker photo of the volcanic island of Iwo Jima hangs outside his home office.  Its pork chop shape shows the overhang of Mt. Suribachi where LST-758 was beached, February 23, 1945.  Resnick is also proud of the copy he has of the original invasion plans as penned in October 1944.
Iwo Jima was one of the bloodiest battles of World War II and an American victory that serves as a symbol of the treacherous Pacific conflict.  Part of the Volcano Islands, Iwo Jima is about 700 miles south of Tokyo, and the first part of Japan that Allied troops invaded.  Americans coveted three airstrips for long-range bombing raids on Tokyo and for the soon-to-come invasion of Okinawa.  Mt. Surabachi, a 550-foot inactive volcano at the island’s southern tip, was immortalized when five Marines and a Navy corpsman raised the flag on the fifth day of the raging battle.  The iconic photograph shot by Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal failed to tell the story of the Coast Guard’s connection.  Nevertheless, thanks to Resnick, we now have the rest of the story.
On Iwo Jima, more than 22,000 Japanese soldiers defended the island during the 36-day battle attacked by three Marine divisions.
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“Nearly 60 years ago, this spot was filled with agony,” said Resnick, tapping his thin finger on the photo.
 “I was a 23-year-old kid born and raised in Bronx, N.Y.,” said Resnick.  “No young man raised during the Depression whose thoughts were of basic survival, education and betterment of his life was prepared for this type of carnage.  We were never taught to kill, to hate or how to fight.  We were only thinking about food, had great consideration of our friends and our commitments.  We were able in those days to enjoy life without the luxuries.”
That fact served him well as he crammed his gear into his hammock with one man above and one below, sailing in cramped quarters with dozens of Marines and other Coasties.
His memories dart back across the decades. He talks of tank turrets jutting over the blackened sands pocked with caves. The island was devoid of foliage, a stark place for a bloody battle.
Marine Requests A Flag
While on watch, Resnick was in charge of the bridge waiting for orders to debark, on the morning of February 23, 1945.  Just after 11:15 a.m., a helmeted young Marine with dark sideburns came aboard LST-758.  Resnick received the call from the bow and was told a Marine wished to get a flag to raise on the summit of the volcano.
“I said send him up!” said Resnick.
Renee Gagnon, now immortalized by Rosenthal’s image, was the Marine requesting the flag with just a hint of a New England accent in his voice.  Resnick recalls climbing the 10-foot steel ladder to the signal bridge. Rummaging around in the wooden bunting box, he worked his way toward the bottom and felt a large flag, still folded.  A signalman confronted Resnick.
“He wanted to know on whose authority I was giving the flag away,” Resnick said.   Resnick climbed up to the flying bridge, his nose aligned with the heels of the ship’s commanding officer, LT Felix J. Molenda, as he got to the top rung.  It was from there he presented his case.  Preoccupied with reprimanding a junior officer, the skipper stammered out, “Uh, very well.”
Resnick scampered down the ladder to the signal bridge and then back down to the bridge, where he handed the Marine the flag.  Gagnon then asked for a 20-30 foot pipe as a substitute.  Gagnon headed down to the Tank Deck, where he was given a 21-foot galvanized steel steamfitter’s pipe.  It weighed more than 150 pounds, Resnick said.   Gagnon slung it over his left shoulder, tucked Resnick’s flag under his right arm, and headed up the volcano as Resnick stood on the deck watching history unfold.
“Renee Gagnon struggled mightily but the sand at the base of the volcano was too soft and Gagnon barely made any headway,” notes Resnick.  “Then he dropped the pole and pulled it by its nose.  Evidently, he called up to the summit and two other Marines shouldered the pipe and Gagnon carried the flag the rest of the way up.”
Resnick said it was probably a 20-minute journey.
Beached under the precipice of Mt. Surabachi, Resnick’s ship lost track of the men as Mt. Surabachi obstructed their view.   As LST-758 began leaving the beach in reverse, Resnick heard, “a tremendous and sudden ovation from every man on the beach.”
“There was a whooping and hollering — a tremendous cheer as the flag went up,” said Resnick.  “Every ship tooted its horn,” he said.  “The memory is very clear and compounded by great sentiment and great apprehension as I recall the sites of death,” said Resnick.
Seeing The Famous Photo
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Ira Hayes was one of the two Marines that helped shoulder the pipe.  Resnick had met Hayes in Saipan about a week prior.
“I thought he was a decent fellow and we talked about many things,” said Resnick.  Three days after the two met, Hayes waited for Resnick as he came off watch at 0800.
“C’mon, I’ll buy ya breakfast,” said Resnick to Hayes.  The cook, Willy Howard, came off duty from the galley and the three went down below.  Willy had just baked a loaf of bread, which he brought out.
“With great arrogance, a large flour weevil marched out of the bread,” to the disbelief of the trio, said Resnick.  “Willy splattered the bug with his moccasin and Ira calmly sliced off a hunk,” says Resnick who recalls the incident with slight disgust.  “He told me, you were never raised on a reservation, Bob…I’ll never forget that,” Resnick said. 
Hayes was a swarthy, Pima Indian about the same height as Resnick.  He was very devoted to his fellow Marines, although Resnick and he became good friends in the week it took to transit the Pacific Ocean toward Iwo Jima.  “And as he left the vessel, he gave me his rain poncho.  I treasured it for 15 years until my house burned down,” said Resnick.
It wasn’t until months later that he finally saw the AP photograph of Iwo Jima. 
“We didn’t have TV, or The New York Times, but my father saved the picture to show me,” he said.  Resnick was not on the summit the day it was shot, and never had an image in his mind’s eye until he saw the photo.
Four days prior to the flag incident, Resnick sustained a facial wound for what he laughingly calls, “getting shot in the chinstrap.”   Taking a sounding, he wore his helmet without buckling it.  The strap dangled on the left side of his face when he suddenly felt a tremendous sting on the right side of his face.  “I never knew what it was,” said Resnick. “Major Wann, a Marine, asked what happened to you?  You’re bleeding like a pig.”
Resnick looked down and saw blood all over the life jacket he was ordered to wear while remaining at General Quarters alert.
“I got permission to leave my post and see the Pharmacist’s Mate in Sick Bay,” said Resnick.  “He couldn’t staunch the bleeding so he used a styptic pencil and suggested stitches, but initially, I declined.” Eventually, he persuaded Resnick that he was a fine seamstress.  The scar remains just inside Resnick’s sideburn and he pats it reassuringly.
“Major Wann said, ‘You’re entitled to a Purple Heart, son.  You were shot.’ But we were fighting a war; I was busy,” said Resnick, who never filed the paperwork. 
Front Seat To History
After the war, Resnick went on to manufacture the hair for Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls and dresses for the famed Cabbage Patch doll.  Gaining unusual perspective, his memories are now framed by his historic feat 60 years ago.
The inspiration that flag gave 70,000 men wasn’t apparent to Resnick until he attended a Fifth Marine Convention in West Palm Beach, Fla. in August 2001.
“I wanted to see if any of the men I remembered would be there,” he said.  “War makes for strange bedfellows and we bonded.  This is the group that made history,” he said.  “They were the most famous Marine division and my ship took them in.”  “Looking back, I had a front seat to the history of this nation,” said Resnick, his voice cracking just a bit.  “I am now very proud but I never thought of it that way in those days.”
A former Marine from Texas in his late seventies offered to show Resnick around the convention.  The two struck up a conversation and Resnick told him about the flag.  “You’re the guy, he asked?  My whole life I’ve been wondering where that flag came from.”  Then he called over a group of 35-40 Marines.
Word sped through the place.
A portly Marine bellowed, “Are you so damn dumb that you mean to tell me, that you don’t realize that you won that battle single-handedly?”
Resnick laughed.  He said he was pleased to feel part of the group, leaving word on the bulletin board that he lived in Boca Raton with his phone number.  That night, his phone rang at 11:30 p.m. jarring him awake.  A Navy corpsman who had tended the 5th Marine Division during the war, was on the other end.  He told me, “I was off the starboard bow of your ship and saw the Marine come out with a pipe on his shoulder and a flag under his arm and I watched him struggle up the mountain,” Resnick said.
For decades, Resnick kept his story quiet, unsure of what to say.  A successful businessman, he now frames his life by his involvement in World War II.  A father of two and grandfather of three, his own grandson chided him for keeping silent all these years..
“It never occurred to me to seek glory for Bob Resnick,” he said.  “But the 779 kept receiving credit for supplying the flag and I wanted to set things right.”
As television anchors and filmmakers call hoping to capture the Coast Guard connection to Iwo Jima, Resnick said he feels very proud.  In 2001, the president of the fifth Marine division made Resnick an honorary member.  “It made me feel wonderful.  They made me feel like part of the group.  As they honored me, a couple of the guys started crying.  I cried right along with them,” said Resnick.
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This article appeared in the Coast Guard's The Reservist Magazine, Volume 51, Issue 6.
 

 
