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Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue

Introduction: The Enduring Power of a Phrase

In the annals of military history, few phrases carry the emotional weight and profound respect as the simple yet powerful statement: Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue. These words, spoken
by Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz during the darkest days of World War II, were not crafted by a public relations team. They were born from the ashes, blood, and volcanic sand of a tiny, seemingly
insignificant island in the Pacific Ocean. The phrase was a direct observation of the men who fought and died on Iwo Jima, but its meaning has transcended that single battle. It has become a universal
tribute to the human capacity for extraordinary sacrifice when faced with impossible odds. This article explores the historical origins of that quote, the brutal context in which it was spoken, the heroic
individuals who embodied its meaning, and how the concept of "uncommon valor" continues to resonate far beyond the battlefield.

The Origin of the Phrase: Admiral Nimitz and Iwo Jima

To fully understand the weight of the phrase Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue, one must first understand the man who spoke it and the event that prompted it. Fleet Admiral Chester W.
Nimitz was not known for hyperbole. As the Commander in Chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, he had overseen dozens of brutal amphibious assaults across the Pacific theater. He had seen the cost of war at
Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Saipan, and Peleliu. Yet, when he issued his communiqué regarding the battle for Iwo Jima in March 1945, he chose words that would echo for generations.

The context is crucial. Nimitz was reflecting on the performance of the U.S. Marines during the 36-day struggle to capture the island. The fighting was unlike anything seen before in the Pacific. The
Japanese defenders, under General Tadamichi Kuribayashi, had constructed a massive network of interconnected bunkers, tunnels, and pillboxes. The result was a grinding, deadliest kind of warfare
where every yard of ground was paid for in blood. Nimitz’s full statement was: "Among the Americans who served on Iwo Island, uncommon valor was a common virtue." He was not just describing
bravery; he was describing a statistical reality. On Iwo Jima, the Medal of Honor, the nation's highest military honor, was awarded more times for a single engagement than in any other battle in U.S.
history. Twenty-seven Medals of Honor were awarded for actions on Iwo Jima, a staggering number that validates Nimitz's specific choice of words.

The Strategic Importance of the Island

The strategic value of Iwo Jima helps explain why so much valor was necessary. The island was needed as an emergency landing strip for B-29 Superfortress bombers returning from raids on Japan. The
Japanese had been using the island as an early warning station, and its capture was deemed essential for the final push toward the Japanese home islands. However, the enemy command knew this as
well. Kuribayashi understood he could not win a conventional battle. Instead, he designed a defense aimed at inflicting maximum casualties on the Americans, hoping to make the cost of the island so
high that it would discourage an invasion of the main Japanese islands. This strategy turned the entire island into a fortress, forcing the Marines into a situation where heroism was not a choice, but a
requirement for survival.

The Battle of Iwo Jima: A Crucible of Courage

The battle itself is the operational definition of "uncommon valor." The landing beaches were not sand, but black volcanic ash that made digging foxholes impossible and bogged down vehicles. The
terrain rose steeply from the beaches to Mount Suribachi, a dormant volcano that had to be taken to secure the landing area. The fighting was characterized by close-quarters combat in the tunnels
and caves that honeycombed the island.

The Assault on Mount Suribachi

The iconic image of the flag-raising on Mount Suribachi on February 23, 1945, is the most famous symbol of the battle. However, the heroism required to reach that summit is often overlooked. The
28th Marines had to fight their way up the slopes inch by inch, using flamethrowers and demolition charges to clear Japanese positions. The first flag raising, captured by photographer Lou Lowery, and
the second, captured by Joe Rosenthal, were acts of tactical necessity and symbolic defiance. The men who secured that summit displayed the precise type of bravery Nimitz was referring to. They
knew that the summit was a key defensive position for the Japanese, and taking it required exposing themselves to direct fire.

The Grit of the "Hollow Logs"

The Japanese defense relied heavily on the "hollow log" defense strategy. They would allow Marines to pass by concealed positions, only to emerge and fire from behind. This tactic demanded constant
vigilance and incredible courage from the American troops. Every cave, every rock pile, every destroyed bunker had to be checked. Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue because the Marines
had to make split-second decisions that often required them to sacrifice their own lives to save their comrades. The concept of "throwing yourself on a grenade" was not a cliché on Iwo Jima; it was a
documented reality for men like Sgt. Darrell Cole and Pvt. Wilson Watson, who used their bodies to shield others from blasts.

Uncommon Valor in Action: Stories of Heroism

The phrase "uncommon valor" is an abstraction, but the men who lived it were real. To understand the virtue, we must look at the men.

John Basilone: The Legend Returns

Perhaps the most famous example is Gunnery Sergeant John Basilone. He was already a Medal of Honor recipient for his actions on Guadalcanal. He was offered a safe and lucrative war bond touring
job, but he requested to return to the fleet. He landed on Iwo Jima with the 27th Marines on D-Day. On February 19, 1945, as his unit moved up the beach, they were pinned down by heavy machine-
gun and mortar fire from a blockhouse. Basilone, displaying the same grit that earned him his first Medal, maneuvered around the flank of the position, destroyed it with grenades, and then single-
handedly cleared another pillbox. Later that day, while leading a platoon through a minefield and heavy fire, he was killed by an artillery shell. He is the only enlisted Marine in history to receive both
the Medal of Honor and the Navy Cross. His valor was not a one-time event; it was a defining characteristic.

Dr. George Wahlen: The Corpsman's Creed

The phrase "uncommon valor" applies equally to the Navy corpsmen who served with the Marines. Pharmacist's Mate Second Class George Wahlen was a medical corpsman. During the battle, he was
repeatedly  wounded.  Despite  shrapnel  wounds  to  his  back  and leg,  he  continued to  crawl  through heavy fire  to  reach wounded Marines,  administering  plasma and bandaging wounds.  He refused
evacuation until all the wounded in his area were treated. His actions, performed while bleeding and in agonizing pain, exemplified the selflessness that Nimitz recognized. He was awarded the Medal of
Honor.

The Code Talkers and the Support Troops

Valor was not limited to the infantrymen or the assault troops. The Navajo Code Talkers operated under intense fire, delivering critical messages in their unbreakable code. The engineers who cleared
paths through the ash and mines did so under constant sniper fire. The pilots of the Navy, Marine, and Army Air Forces who provided close air support flew through a curtain of anti-aircraft fire to help
the men on the ground. When Nimitz spoke of a "common virtue," he meant that this extraordinary courage was distributed across the entire force, not just among a few celebrated heroes.

Beyond Iwo Jima: The Broader Context of Valour

While the phrase is permanently linked to Iwo Jima, its truth is universal. Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue can be applied to any situation where humanity is pushed to its breaking point.

In Other Conflicts

The same spirit can be seen at Gettysburg, where Pickett's Charge was repulsed by men standing shoulder to shoulder. It was seen at the Battle of the Bulge, where surrounded American units held the
line  against  overwhelming  German forces.  It  was  seen  in  the  hedgerows  of  France,  the  jungles  of  Vietnam,  and  the  mountains  of  Afghanistan.  The  specific  nature  of  the  conflict  changes,  but  the
essential quality of the soldier who puts the mission and his comrades before his own life remains constant. The phrase serves as a reminder that extraordinary circumstances often bring out the best
in ordinary people.

In Everyday Life

While the military context is the most dramatic, the concept of uncommon valor manifesting as a common virtue applies to civilian life as well. First responders who run into burning buildings, doctors
and nurses who expose themselves to deadly diseases to save patients, and community leaders who stand up against injustice all display a form of this virtue. It is the choice to do the hard thing, the
dangerous thing, or the selfless thing when it is not required. It is a quiet but powerful force that binds communities together. The valor may not involve a Medal of Honor, but the virtue is the same:
placing the welfare of others above one's own safety and comfort.

The Enduring Legacy of the Phrase

The phrase "Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue" has become a central part of Marine Corps and American military tradition. It is inscribed on the Marine Corps War Memorial in Arlington, Virginia,
the statue depicting the flag-raising on Mount Suribachi. It is a slogan for veteran organizations, a title for books and documentaries, and a touchstone for memorial services. The legacy of the phrase is
that it preserves the memory of those 27 Medal of Honor recipients and the thousands of others who performed equally heroic acts but were never formally recognized for them.

The Iwo Jima Memorial

The Marine Corps War Memorial (often called the Iwo Jima Memorial) stands as a physical representation of Nimitz's statement. Every year, millions of visitors see the bronze figures of the Marines



raising the flag. The memorial is not just about the victory; it is about the cost. The names of the battles are inscribed on the base, and the flag flies 24 hours a day, a symbol of the vigilance and
courage that the men displayed. The phrase helps explain why such a monument is necessary. It is a permanent reminder that freedom is not free, and that its price is often paid in the currency of
uncommon valor.

Educational Importance

For historians and students, the phrase serves as a bridge to understanding the human element of war. It is easy to look at maps and casualty figures and lose sight of the individuals involved. Nimitz's
words force us to look at the character of the men. They encourage us to ask: "What kind of human being does it take to display such courage?" The answer, as history shows, is often an ordinary
person who finds an extraordinary reservoir of strength when it is needed most. This lesson is timeless and should be taught not just in military academies, but in schools and homes as a model of self-
sacrifice and dedication to a cause larger than oneself.

Conclusion: A Timeless Truth

In conclusion, the quote Uncommon Valor Was A Common Virtue is far more than a historical footnote. It is a defining statement about the human spirit under duress. It captures the paradox of
war,  where  the  most  terrible  circumstances  can  produce  the  most  beautiful  acts  of  selflessness.  From the  black  sands  of  Iwo  Jima  to  the  challenges  of  the  modern  world,  the  truth  of  this  phrase
endures. It honors the memory of the Marines and Sailors who fought there, but it also issues a challenge to each of us. It asks us to consider what we would do in the face of impossible odds. It
reminds us that the capacity for courage is not limited to the battlefield or to a select few. It is a potential that resides in all of us, waiting for the moment when it is needed. The virtue of valor, as
demonstrated on Iwo Jima, is a universal ideal that continues to inspire and to humble those who take the time to reflect on its profound meaning. The men of Iwo Jima did not seek fame


