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Ideas & Issues (History)

R emarkably, the Marine 
Corps only identif ied 
three of the six flag raisers 
in the most famous photo 

in the world correctly, a fact not fully 
reconciled until 2019! Despite this con-
troversy, Iwo Jima remains extremely 
important to the narrative of World War 
II, not just in the popular iconography 
but in appreciating the horrific combat 
itself. Examining this battle eighty years 
later continues to elevate important les-
sons about the war, the Marine Corps, 
and ourselves. 
	 Iwo Jima is a small, desolate, nearly 
uninhabited island six hundred miles 
from the Japanese mainland. It is one 
of more than 30 islands in the Bonin 
Islands chain. Today, these small and 
rocky islands ostensively serve little 
value—other than for vacationing or 
conducting research. However, these 

same islands took on strategic impor-
tance eighty years ago during the titanic 
clash between the United States and 
Japan in the Pacific War. When the 
U.S. Pacific Fleet invaded Iwo Jima in 
1945, the American public grew very 
concerned over the excessive casualties 

reported on a distant island no one had 
ever heard of before. 
	 From 19 February to 26 March, the 
United States suffered 28,686 casualties 
in comparison with 18,300 Japanese—a 
very concerning ratio indicative of the 
brutal combat that took place there.2 
Nonetheless, these ardent protests 
over the dead and wounded gradually 
transformed into patriotic euphoria 
when Time magazine published the 
now-famous f lag-raising photo atop 
Mount Suribachi, which nearly ev-
eryone would recognize today. In the 
words of one historian, this picture is 
“an unsurpassed and unsurpassable 
masterpiece—immortal, emotional, 
fervent. The ultimate expression of 
American patriotism.”3 The impres-
sive scene of six Marines working in 
unison to raise an American flag over 
enemy soil strengthened the conviction 
of a war-torn public in their just cause. 
However, in recent years, both the battle 
and its revered icon have received con-
siderable historical debate. 
	 The smoke on Iwo Jima had barely 
cleared in March of 1945 when the U.S. 
government requested the prompt re-
turn of those six mysterious Marines in 
the photo to the United States—with 
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Photo of corrected flag-raisers from Marine Corps History Division, 2019.1 (Photo: Marine Corps 
History Division.)
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personnel transfers to the Treasury 
Department for fundraising purposes. 
Joseph Auslander published a poem in 
1946 that eloquently expressed the feel-
ings of most Iwo Jima veterans at the 
time.4 In their glorification of the Pu-
litzer Prize-winning photo, the Ameri-
can public got the story of Iwo Jima all 
wrong. As Auslander vividly portrays, 
the magnificent picture completely dis-
torted the gruesome and tragic realities 
of death, toil, and pain endured on Sul-
phur Island. This sentiment by veterans 
was compounded by the fact that the 
famous photo was actually of the sec-
ond flag raised over the volcano in order 
to replace and safeguard the first one. In 
other words, while the first flag-raising 
may have contributed to U.S. morale 
during the struggle with the Japanese, 
replacing it with a second larger flag was 
not of much consequence.
	 One of the Marines identified in 
the photo was Ira Hayes, a Native 
American of the Pima Tribe who 
survived all 36 days of the fighting. 
After Hayes received the news about 
returning stateside for the purposes 
of fanfare, he requested two things: 
he did not want to be identified as a 
participant in the photo and that the 
Marine Corps properly credit Harlon 
Block as the Marine planting the flag 
into the ground, who was incorrectly 
identified as Hank Hanson (both had 
died in battle). Both of Hayes’ appeals 
were denied. Ever faithful, Ira Hayes 
later hitched-hiked across the country 
from Arizona to Texas in 1946 to tell 
Block’s mother and father the truth. 
After receiving the subsequent appeals 
from the Block family, Headquarters 
Marine Corps made their first correc-
tion to the list of six flag-raisers in 1947. 
	 But the story did not end there. In 
2016, the Marine Corps admitted to 
misidentifying another of the f lag-
raisers—making national headlines.5 

It disclosed that Harold Schultz had 
raised the flag in the photo and that 
Navy corpsman John Bradley was not 
in the shot. John Bradley’s son, James 
Bradley, had published his best-selling 
book Flags of Our Fathers (2000) just ten 
years earlier (a story primarily based on 
the actions of his father), which made 
the news all the more scandalous.6 This 

newly identified Marine hero, Harold 
Schultz, had survived the battle, worked 
for the U.S. Postal Service after the war, 
and died in 1995—all without one word 
of protest over his proper recognition. 
	 The significant amount of press this 
information received in 2016 highlights 
just how important the Iwo Jima icon 
remains but also how much the battle 
has been misunderstood. In fact, Eric 
Hammel would go on to write an en-
tire book about the first and second flag 
raisings in a volume titled Two Flags 
Over Iwo Jima (2019).8 Unfortunately, 
Hammel’s book, despite all its excel-
lent detail, would also remain flawed.9 
The Marine Corps announced another 
correction in late 2019 that grizzled vet-
eran Harold Keller had raised the flag in 
the photo and that Rene Gagnon had 
not.10 Harold Keller died in 1979 and, 
like Harold Shultz, remained contently 
quiet throughout his lifetime.11 This 
news likewise made a national stir.12  
	 The implications of these two revela-
tions in 2016 and 2019 are staggering. 
Although heroes in their own rights, 
Rene Gagnon and John Bradley em-
barked on the most successful national 
bond tour of the war in 1945—a huge 
affair conducted around the country 
with many flag-raising venerations—as 
pretenders.13 Of the three veterans in 

the tour, only Ira Hayes was actually in 
the photo (although Gagnon and Brad-
ley likely participated in the first and 
less-well-known flag raising). Appar-
ently, the other two surviving flag-rais-
ers, Harold Keller and Harold Shultz, 
willingly deferred to the imitators of 
Gagnon and Bradley—thereby escaping 
the hoopla. Deeply imbittered and surly 
during the war bond tour (where he had 
been forced to participate despite his 
protests), Hayes would drink himself 
to death ten years later in 1955—only 
a few short months after the unveiling 
of the enormous Iwo Jima flag-raising 
monument in Washington DC. 
	 The dramatic and shifting story 
of Iwo Jima iconography gives equal 
merit to the strategic and cultural ar-
guments I made during the years 2004 
to 2007 to more appropriately reflect 
the battle’s strategic context. In 2019, 
Hammel forecasted in his book that “all 
of what has transpired with respect to 
the Iwo Jima flag-raisers over more than 
seven decades proves what every serious 
historian has learned the hard way: there 
is no such thing as settled history.”14 If 
the Marine Corps only correctly identi-
fied three of six flag-raisers in the most 
recognized photo in history, how much 
more about Iwo Jima’s narrative needed 
review? In a sense, reconsideration of 

The west side of the Marine Corps War Memorial in Arlington County, VA.7 (Photo: Wiki Commons.)
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the flag-raising events in addition to the 
larger aspects of the battle complement 
one another. They both demonstrate 
how badly Iwo Jima has been misun-
derstood and how important it remains 
to the people of the United States and 
the value of reconsideration.
	 In August 2020, World Media 
Rights interviewed me for the Netflix se-
ries Road to Victory. Near the end of the 
interview, I was surprised by the ques-

tions about Iwo Jima being a mistake 
and if it had any value. In contrast to the 
period when I first published my book 
Ghosts of Iwo Jima in 2006, I find myself 
today arguing for the many reasons Iwo 
Jima assisted in the B-29 Superfortress 
campaign. Instead of the historical nar-
rative correcting to a middle ground 
following my arguments, ideas about 
the strategic necessity of the battle have 
nearly reversed—labeling it unneces-
sary. 
	 Most of us like to bin every decision 
in simplistic terms as either a success or 
failure, but in war, those simple descrip-
tions are very rare. Iwo Jima was indeed 
a late change in strategy proposed by 
the Navy and the Army Air Force to 
bypass the long-planned objective of 
Formosa. Consequently, Iwo Jima was 
not inevitable as previous historians had 
suggested. In fact, the Bonins had been 
considered by planners previously in 
1943 who determined the cost would 
outweigh its gain. Additionally, the 
6,821 Americans killed in action are 
not justified by the number of B-29 
crewmen saved in emergency landings 
on its airfield, as the Army Air Force 
attempted to infer during and after the 
war with questionable statistics. And, 
to be fair, no one, including the Marine 
Corps, believed the losses would be so 
high and the fighting take so long when 
the decision was made to seize it. Nev-

ertheless, the island certainly had value 
to very long-range bomber operations.
	 Soon after the release of my book, 
I received a letter from a veteran who 
thanked me for correcting the context 
of his true story. This letter exemplified 
what the veterans of Iwo Jima knew very 
well—that the popular flag-raising icon 
did not represent their tragic struggle in 
over thirty days of fighting—assaulting 
head-on against one fortified position to 

the next and, in so doing, losing friend, 
after friend, after friend. For these vet-
erans returning home, the American 
public held a misconstrued perception 
of events that took place on a distant, 
small, volcanic island, in the middle of 
nowhere. This is the reason why the 
three surviving flag raisers, particularly 
Ira Hayes, sought to avoid the fanfare 
about the photo. Far from glamourous, 
fighting on Iwo Jima demonstrated the 
determination of common Marines to 
overcome deeply entrenched Japanese 
diehards—not with overwhelming fire-
power or superior tactics but with rifles, 
hand grenades, and bayonets. While 
many veterans of the conflict believed 
the flag-raising photo distorted the re-
alities that they suffered, ironically it is 
only through that powerful iconogra-
phy of six Marines planting Old Glory 
on Mount Suribachi that the American 
public remembers their sacrifices today. 
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