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Japanese Defensive Plan At Iwo Jima

The strateglo lmporvance of IWO JIMA need hardly be emphasplzed, Its value aa
an alrbase mldway between the MARIANAS and the heart of JAPAN has already been
proved., After the occcupation of SAIPAN, the Japs must have known that IWD would be
attaoked, The only questlon was ¥§E§, The story of thelr haste In construoting
g;ignass 1s told in aerlal photographs from 15 June 1944 untll D-Day, 19 Fabruary

INCRZASE OF FORTIFICATIONS

At the time SAIPAN was lovaded, only AA defenses, hasty flire trenches, andypré-
liminary beach defenses had been prepared at IWO JIMA, By September 19444 positions
-had been constructed in depth behlnd the beachea, Company and platoon positions
woere then in evidence, and concrete pilllboxes and covered artlillery emplacements
were under construction, By December, most beach positions were completsd and had
been strengthened by the constructlonief heavy concrete blockhouses, A(oross-ialand
defense 1ine in depth proteoting the northern part of the island was springing u
along the high ground north of Alrfield No. 1, Addltlonal AA defenses, increase
numbers of covered artillery and ooast defense guns, and more and more cohorete
posltions and minerields on the Geachesd were noted on each succeeding photographioe
sortle, By D-Day, key posltlons had beesn conneoted with plllboxes and, were protected
by oovering fire from artillery,Nantl-tank guns, and mortars, previcuslyigighted in.

Intelligence prior to the imvaslon of IW0 1ndlosted a formidable ga¥rison force
with many major ¢aliber weapons,and, extensive tank and personnel /ghstaoles; however,
aerial photographs and mapsigave only a limited plcture of one of thejenemy's best
defensive weapons, the terralnypin smphlblous assault ln- force was limlted to the
eaet and west beaches of the narrow southern part of the island, These conditions
gave the Japs an advantége An preparing defensive posltions formall-around seourlty.
Qnly small groups were needed t0 cover very narrow beaches with steep exlts along
the northern ooast, :

QOVER AND DISPERSAL

. Captured doocuments, oOnrfirmed by ground study, indicate the enemy's battle
atrength was oonséryed by gountermeaeures against shellingand bombing., The terrain
was well sulted for odver, and caves were so numercus ln_some @eotions of the 1sland
that 1t was imposalble tolplot them all on a 1:10,000 map. \The coarse, loose, vol-
canic ash kept damage from shell fragmentation to a minlmum.| Ammunltion, stores,
and personnel were dlspersed in caves and bebind protedtive terrain where naval
gunfire and artillery oould not reach them.

CAMOUFLAGRE

Camouflage encounterad and campuflage disolpline Muring construotion, as evalu-
ated from aerial photographs, was exoellent, FPosltlons were at all times covered
with materials which blended into the surroundingpterrdin and vegetation. Spoll
from excavations was planted with grass to obliferdtéytraces of military sotivity.
Natural vegetation was used to a large extent t& conceal well-built positions from
aerial attack. While such practloces oould not always elude photographic interpre-
tation, nevertheless many positions were not detected untll gun fire had blown away
the concealing vegetatlon, Maximum use was made of IWO's sparse growth for con~
oealing trenohes, rifle pita, machine gun and artillery emplaoements. Positione as
large a3 those housing 120 mm Howltzers were undetected under the protective coverling
of trees in thelr natural state.

COAST DEFENSE .
Coast defense artillery ranging from 4.7% (120 mm) to 6" (155 mm) guns was

initlally effective against our ships,WAll CD guns were ocasemated in four to six
feet of reilnforoed concrete, BHEach‘smplaoement was so positioned in the terrain that
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it was normelly protected from navel gunfire, A ship takipng & CD gun under direot
fire necessarily exposed 1tself to the gun at which 1t was firing. Lkiany guns were
80 camouflaged that thelr locatlon was unknown until they opened fire,

ANTIAIRCRAFT

Antlaireraft batteries were numerous, including 120 mm DF, 100 mm, 75 mm, 8nd
25 mn in triple, twin, and slngle mounta, The Japs ocould not satisfaoctorily coroeal
theae weapons, but their continued use ageinst alreraft and our personnel ashore
testifies to the sound construction of thelr emplacements.

EAST BEACH FOSITION

The elaborate trench system faoing the eastern beaches had been entirely
abandoned, The loose nature of the sand suggeste thelr presence as dummles, al<
though they may have been prepared originally as hasty beach defensas befofs’Bdequate
gonerete positions were bullt, Well=conetructed blookhouses encasing 25 mm machine
cannons to 120 mm short naval gund were the firat defenses encountered on and near
the beach. Some concrete plllboxes and sandatone revetted rifle pitdyzave Infantry
protection to the heavier weapong. The ground at the base of Alrfleld Né., 1 was
more sultsble for dug in positione, and most. of the infantry positilons| proteating
the east beach were here. The positlons were not so muoch the target for naval gun-
fire, and excellent observation amnd good flelds of fire were afforded heére./ Tbe
position of Alrfleld No, 1 limited the depth of these positions to approximately
500 to 700 yerda, Supporting fires were delivered from tbe flanks maingithe ob=-
servation provided by Mt, SURIBACHIjand the hlgh ground over the Bast Boat Basin
and around Airfield No, 2, { The are&d between the beach and Alrfield No. 1 was steep
and impossible for wheesled vehigles to traverse. Movement of infantrymen and tanks
was impeded by the loose Soll withithe result that they offered excellent targets
to anti-tank and anti-personnél gune and tactles,

WEST BEACH POSITIONS.

The defeness of theyilest Beachea were probably more extensive’and slaborate :
than East Beach defenBea., Alrfield No. 1 permitted these défenBes to be 700 to 1400
yards deep giving considerably longer rlelds of fire and permitting a more elaborate
gyatem of dummy posdtions fronting the actual main poaltlofishand designed to draw
our preliminary bombardment, The terraln waa muoh more substantilal for caves and
underground shelters, andipositions were better proteoted from our naval gunfire.

SURIBACHI POSITIONS

In the socuth & cross-island defense line was constiuoted on the terraced slopes
which guerded the approaches to Mt., SURIBACHI. It conslsted,of & maze of oonerete
piliboxes, bunkers, shelters, and blockhouses which #ere capable of ell-around de-
Tense and were mutually supporting, In addition to/this elaborate surface organ=-
ization, there was an equally elaborate subsurface orgenization of shelter, passage~
way, living quarters, storage areas, and cave-type firing positions which provided
‘adequate protection against the heavleat of bombalandyahells., The excellent ob-
gervation from the heighta of SURIBACHI and the high groynd around Alrfield No, 2
were the key to controlled artillery and mortar Tire,

MAIN DEFENSE BELT

Since landipngs in strength were limited to the /east and west beaches near the
gsouthern end of the 1sland, the enemy prepared hisymain defense in depth in a cross-
island belt, Beginning in the west at the FoGky cliffs to the north of the western
beaches, 1t stretched east across the lsland to skirt the southern end of Alrfleld
No., 2, and terminated in the cliffs which £0rm at the northern end of the eastern
beaches, - The ecenter of this belt was 2600 yards,deep. It gained its strength from
its depth and its concrste and steel structures, poeltloned so as to obtaln long
fields of fire whioch were carefully eéaloulated and tled lnto the overall defense
aystem, Rellance on oaves a8 a shelteramd a Tighting position was inoreasged here.



Most of the positions showed excellent engineering and terraln eppreciation. GCom-
munications were maintained by trenohed wire, radlos, and a labyrinth of underground
tunnels concecting ell areas. One of these tunnela was explored for 800 yards

and 14 entrances were found; 1t housed two battallon oommand posta and was e ulpped
with lights and telephones., Artillery, inoluding heavy mortars and rookets and
behind this defense belt, could cover most of the beach area. Ppeitions were pro-
vided with complete preregistration data,

Strong polnts were established around commanding ground, Conorete-faced/caves
and infentry positionz in the eroslon-made orevices were frequently s0 olose to-
gether that an equally strong defenslve positlon existed only a few yards to the
rear or flank, Contaot became 80 close that safety of our own troops preveitsd use
of artillery, naval gunfire, or alr support in reducing these positlons, Janeybluff,
forming somethling eimilar to an amphltheatre, oontalned two terraces and, three tlers
of conorete plllboxes and caves, .

FINAL DEFENSIVE AREA

Horth of thls oroass-island(defensive sector, the extremely rough terraln frem
the coast to 2000 yards inlend/ oreated 'a natural defenslve area, The numbexrsof
oavea and terraln characterlstlos somewhat compensated for the reducedlamounts of
conorete and steel, Theses features, coupled with the masmea of men /employed, tended
t0o makse thls final defenaive arealeguélly as strong as the maln defensive positions,
In attacking these positionsa up Japs were to be seen, all beilngjpin caves or creviges
in the rocks and so dispersed as to give an all-arovnd interlockingpdefense to esach
amall compartment. Attacking troops fregquently wers subjected toyfireifrom flanks
and rear more than from their front. It was always very difficult and frequently
impossible to loocate exnofly where defensive fires originated.

In defending IWC JIMA, the Japs employed one baslo tactlo which ln a sense was
a departure from the Japanese defernsive operatlons hitherto generally encountsred,
This tactle was eimply to /occupy previously determined D-Day/positions eand maintailn
them, without recoursepelther fo costly "main effort® counterattacks or organized
withdrawals, This plan was not only esimple in conception but)dn general was skill-
fully executed and well adapted to the terrain of IWO JIMA, There were no organlzed
attempts made to cpunterattack our beachhead, no 1ar?e godlenight counterattacks,
no "all-out" banzeai charge. Instead, the enemy committed a min number of troopa
to the southern beaoh area and defendsd 1t by delivering“heavy volumes of flre from
both SURIBACHI end the north so that even when the southern area was finally taken,
the bulk of the enemy'elforces remained intact and were’well sntrenched in the moat
heavily fortified part of the lslend. The enemy, by continuing to follow his simple
- but basis defensive tactic of occupying & positlion and refusing to yleld until dug
out and killed without counterattacking end without withdrawing, was abls to main-
tain organized resistance for over twenty days. Thére were no tactical withdrawals,
no retrograde or delaying actions 1n the milltary sense though in some instances
isolated withdrawals wers made to preserve units and inAIViduals threatened with
inevitable destruction. .It 12 now known that thig defense of holding to the end
without counterattack or withdrawal was the expressiplan concelved by the Comnmanding
General, It was thle simple tactlc, ooupled with the jiheredible rocky terraln and
the maximum use the enemy had made of this terréalniin constructing fortifried posi-
tions whioh made the capture of IWD JIMA so difficult,

© ANTI-TANK TACTIC3

Captured battle plana indicate the enemy's féar of our tanks. Mine flelds,
magnetic mines, and explosives carried by hand wers employed et the beach where the
loose sand sericusly impeded the movement of “eyen full-tracked vehlecles. Anti-tank
guns, mainly the high veloolty 75 mm and &if7ymm, were the principal weapons employed
inland, Many anti-tenk guns bad ocme or more supplementary or alternate positions.
These weapons were sited in terrain afferding flelds of fire covering posasible tank
routes from the beaoh; however, considerableéjemphasis appears to have been placed on
locating en emplacement where it wae protected by en abutting bluff or terrace, whilech
shielded it from frontal flat tra)ectory fire,



BLOCKHOUSES AND PILLBOXES

Blockhousesa and plllboxes neer the beaches on the more o terraln were almost
invarlably sited for flanking fire, Wherever possible, a plllbox was behind a natursal
mound of sand., It often had only a small fire port wh{oh allowed approxrimately 300
of traverse; however, there was a sufficlent number of mutuelly aupporting plllhoxes
to offset the restricted fisld of fire of each weapon.

Many blockhouses near the beach had sand plled as high as 50 feet in front of
them, A narrow rire lane through the sand revealed the direction of fire, but many
positlons were 30 well protected that they were still firing until reduced by/in-
fantry. Pillboxes were protected similarly; infantry commanders often found it
necessary to request maln battery rire from naval vessels when secondary tattery
fire could not blast the sand from in front of well bullt posltionsa,

ENMPLOYMENT OF TANES

Relatlvely few tanks, mediumfand 1lght, wers present on IWO JIMA. The rough
terrain, size of the island, and/fixed naturs of defenses probadly assount Torsthe
limited number. Their manner of employmeint was as an anti-tank weapon. )They were
ugsed in support of the maln oross=laland/defense belt either in a revetmentior be-
hind protective terraln, camouflagedpand stationary. Thelr 37 mm, 47 mm, and 57 mm
guns fired anti-tenk and personfiel missions like the many 47 mm guns. “Reports in-
dieate mmall tank units were to\be eémployed to support local counterattacks, There
is little evidence they were so used., The torn up condition of roads and oonstant
artillery fire may well have prevented any movemsnt,

ABTILLERY

Artlllery taotios wére characterized by food observation and careful preplanning
of fires. Range stakes/were found in the viclnity of landing beaches. The elaborate
casemated structures in which artlllery pleces were housed, the cave) positlons from
which mortars and rockets were fired, operated to limit the numbér of pleces which
could be brought to bear.on a single area., Desplte perfect observation, artillery,
rooket, and mortar fires were never massed sgalnst us 1n thé séme manner in whioh

we mags artillery fires. Dual purpose guns were used to rire time'fire over our
troops,

An artillery groug gave coordination to all fleld ar®illery and mortar employ~
ment; coast defense and AA artillery were not inoluded in this command. Mortars
had the primary miesion of filling in the gaps between the fires of the other guns,
but arter the land fighting stage was reached they shiftedjtofcontrol of seotor
Infantry commanders.

The prinoipal locations of moblle artillery weré in_the higher ground north of
Airfield No. 2 with forward OPa in prominent elevations alopg the main defenalve
belt. There definitely wers more weapone at the disposal /of commanders than were
organically assligned to the unlts, The fixed nature of ;the defenses permltted
personnel normally used for ammunition carriere afid for the movement of moblle
Ieapgns to be. employed t0 man additional weapons added %o baalc tables of organ=-

zation,

MORTARS AND ROCKETS

Although approximately twelve 320 mm aplgot/ mortara were encountered on the
islend, thelr effectiveneas lis doubtful. Emplacemefits were well constructed and
concealed but only a few rounds were [ired. ., IW0O*s terraln was sulted for the use
of the many 150 mm, 81 mm and smaller moriars found there, Ammunition was atorsd
throughout the northern half of the islandgin caves and hasty firlng positions
were utlllized at the entrances. The 150 mm mortars were used to fire on landing
beaches, These weapona and the amaller mortars were withdrawn as the situation

demanded,



" Three types of rookets were used as artillery weapona, Several positions were
slghted for firing at ships approaching close to shore, The V-trough launcher was
used Tor 63 kg and 250 kg asriasl bombs with rocket motora providing the propelling
foroe. A 200 mm rocket was used from a mobile-type lsuncher and & launcher which is .
mounted on a mportar-~type bipod, Rockets were dispersed in deep drawe over the north-
ernipg:tion of the 1sland and the launchers could be moved to the site of the am-
munition,

¥ Ok K K B K K K

It 1g svident that little was left undons by the Japs in conatruocting as for-
midable ground defenses a8 posslble onjan 1sland with the glze and particular terrain
of IWD JIMA. A study of Japanese defense installations enoounteredyin thepfield is
presented with photographs and drawings on the following pages. ) :
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GENERAL TERRAIN FEATURES —Beaches

Amphibious
loose sand

Deep footprints 1ndicate
loose character of sand
on beaches.



Beoches

Marston matt
Beach essent,

Bogged down jeep with
chains on East Beach
subsequently damaged
by enemy fire.



14 cm CD GUNS
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Flan view of 140 mm (14 ¢m 1u1:1th Zo=-foot
fire port, This 1s one © four emplacements

found at the base of Mt. achl, ({TA~132 K}
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12 cm CD GUNS

Close~up of e (12 cm)

CD gun showfng deSgruction

of Installa@lon by jlaval
gonst@iction

120 mm (12 cm) CD gun
casemated in 4 ft. re-
inforced concrete. All
four guns in this bat-
tery were destroyed by
naval gun fire.
TA-183W)

32



Blockhouses

Interlor view of block-

house housing a 256 mm

machine cannon.
(TA-147C)
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Blockhouses
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4 WAY OBSERVATION TOWER
40" SQUARE, 140 HIGH
FROM DEGK

Plan of blockn@use for 47 mm AT positlon at TA~181B. This poslEian has

an adjoining Toom for a MMG, also space for ammunlitlo
storage and living guargers.
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Plan of blockhouse for@@Z mm AT positlion at TA-215Y.



Interior of communications
room in earth-covered con-
crete structure at air-
fleld No. 1. This posi-
tlion was knocked out by
flamethrowers. (TA-164J)

Miscellaneous





