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The Old Breed At Peleliu And
Okinawa

Introduction: The Legend of the 1st Marine
Division

World War Il in the Pacific was a theater defined by brutal amphibious assaults,
unforgiving terrain, and a relentless enemy. Among the many elite units that fought
under the American flag, one name stands as a testament to sacrifice, resilience,
and sheer grit: the 1st Marine Division, known to history as The Old Breed At
Peleliu And Okinawa. This division, which had already forged its reputation at
Guadalcanal and Cape Gloucester, faced two of the most horrifying campaigns of
the entire war during the final years of the conflict. The names Peleliu and Okinawa
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quarters combat, psychological endurance, and the high cost of island-hopping. To
understand the soul of the United States Marine Corps, one must understand the
journey of The Old Breed At Peleliu And Okinawa. This article explores the
origins of this storied division, the distinct horrors of each battle, the human
experience of the fighting, and the enduring legacy these sacrifices have left on
military history and American memory.

The Making of The Old Breed

The 1st Marine Division was officially activated on February 1, 1941, at Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba, and later moved to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. Its core was drawn
from seasoned Marines and newer recruits, all molded by rigorous training. The
nickname "The Old Breed" was not a reference to age but to a state of mind. It
signified the professional, hardened, veteran character of a unit that had been
tested in the crucible of the first American land offensive of the war at Guadalcanal
in 1942. By the time the division prepared for the Central Pacific campaigns of 1944,
it was a battle-hardened formation. The men of The Old Breed carried with them a
quiet confidence, but nothing could have prepared them for the coral fortresses of
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Peleliu or the muddy death traps of Okinawa. Their commander, Major General
William H. Rupertus, famously told his men before Peleliu that the fighting would be
"tough but short." He was tragically wrong.

Peleliu: The Coral Nightmare

Strategic Context and the Decision to Invade

By the summer of 1944, the Allies were executing Operation Stalemate Il, the
invasion of Peleliu. This small island in the Palau chain was considered a necessary
stepping stone to protect General Douglas MacArthur's flank as he prepared to
invade the Philippines. The Japanese garrison, however, had learned from previous
defeats. Instead of defending the beaches, they implemented a new defensive
strategy: deep, mutually supporting bunkers carved into the island's rugged coral
ridges. This shift in tactics would turn the assault into a grinding, attritional
nightmare.
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The Landing and the Bloody Beaches

On September 15, 1944, the Marines of the 1st Division hit the beaches of Peleliu.
The initial bombardment had been heavy but ineffective against the fortified caves.
As the landing craft dropped their ramps, the 1st and 5th Marines were met by
devastating machine-gun and mortar fire. The "Bloody Nose Ridge," known as
Umurbrogol Mountain, loomed over the landing zone. The fighting on the first day
was chaos defined by fire and noise. The division suffered over 1,000 casualties in
the first 24 hours. The Old Breed was being bled dry, and the battle was just
beginning.

The Hell of Umurbrogol

The central feature of the Peleliu campaign was the Umurbrogol Pocket, a labyrinth
of coral ridges, caves, and crevices. The Japanese, under Colonel Kunio Nakagawa,
had turned this natural fortress into a killing ground. The Old Breed At Peleliu
And Okinawa would face similar terrain later, but Peleliu was unique in its
claustrophobic brutality. Marines used flamethrowers, demolition charges, and
bayonets to clear caves. The heat was unbearable, reaching over 115 degrees
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Fahrenheit. Water was scarce, and the stench of death was omnipresent. The 1st
Marines, under Colonel Lewis "Chesty" Puller, were decimated in repeated frontal
assaults against the ridges. The division lost almost 1,800 men killed and over 8,000
wounded. The island was declared secure on November 27, 1944, but the cost was
staggering. The psychological toll was immense, and many survivors carried the
scars of Peleliu for the rest of their lives.

Okinawa: The Typhoon of Steel

The Largest Amphibious Assault of the Pacific

After the devastation of Peleliu, The Old Breed was given time to rest and refit. But
the war was not over. The next objective was Okinawa, a large island just 340 miles
from mainland Japan. Operation Iceberg began on April 1, 1945, Easter Sunday. It
was the largest amphibious assault of the Pacific War, involving over 180,000
troops. The 1st Marine Division landed on the Hagushi beaches, expecting fierce
resistance. To their surprise, the initial landings were light. The Japanese, under
General Mitsuru Ushijima, had abandoned the beaches in favor of a deep defensive
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line in the southern part of the island. The real hell was waiting for them.
The Shuri Line and Kakazu Ridge

The Japanese defensive strategy on Okinawa was a masterpiece of fortification. The
Shuri Line, anchored by ancient castles and natural ridges, was a network of
tunnels, pillboxes, and artillery positions. The Old Breed was tasked with breaching
this line. In mid-April, they assaulted Kakazu Ridge, a rocky escarpment defended by
determined Japanese soldiers. The fighting was reminiscent of Peleliu but writ large.
The rains came, turning the battlefield into a quagmire. Tanks bogged down,
supplies were delayed, and the dead could not be recovered for days. The Marines
fought with rifles, grenades, and bayonets in a muddy, bloody struggle that lasted
for weeks.

Wana Ridge and the Final Push

As the offensive stalled, the 1st Marine Division was shifted to the western flank to
attack Wana Ridge and Wana Draw. This was perhaps the most intense combat of
the campaign for The Old Breed. The Japanese used every trick: infiltrators, snipers
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in trees, and massive mortar barrages. The Marines learned to clear caves with
incredible precision, often using improvised tactics. By late May, the Shuri Line
cracked, and the Japanese retreated to the Kiyamu Peninsula. The fighting was not
over, however. The final weeks saw suicidal Banzai charges and desperate last
stands. Okinawa was declared secure on June 22, 1945. The division suffered over
1,600 killed and 7,000 wounded. Combined with Peleliu, The Old Breed At Peleliu
And Okinawa had paid a devastating price.

The Human Experience: What It Meant To Be
The Old Breed

Training, Discipline, and Brotherhood

The success of the 1st Marine Division in these two campaigns was not a product of
luck. It was the result of intensive training and an unbreakable code of brotherhood.
The Marines of The Old Breed trusted each other implicitly. They fought for the man
next to them, not for grand strategy. This unit cohesion was the single most
important factor in sustaining combat effectiveness under extreme duress. On
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Peleliu, a Marine would risk his life to drag a wounded comrade to cover. On
Okinawa, they shared their last canteen of water. This bond was the invisible armor
that protected their sanity.

The Weapons and Tactics of Close Combat

The nature of the fighting in both campaigns demanded specialized tools. The M1
Garand rifle was the standard, but it was the flamethrower and the bazooka that
became the symbols of the island war. Marines also used satchel charges and pole
charges to destroy caves. The tactics evolved from linear assaults to small-unit
infiltration and combined arms integration. Tanks, artillery, and naval gunfire were
coordinated to support the infantry. Yet, it was the individual Marine's initiative and
courage that ultimately decided the outcome. The veterans of The Old Breed At
Peleliu And Okinawa became experts in the art of the "small war" within the
larger conflict.

The Psychological Toll

Combat fatigue, now known as PTSD, was a massive issue for The Old Breed. After
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Peleliu, many men were physically and emotionally drained. The division was so
depleted that it was not used for the initial invasion of Luzon. The respite was
temporary, however. On Okinawa, the stress of prolonged combat in the mud and
rain broke many men. The sight of bodies bloated in the heat, the sound of
screaming, and the constant fear of death created a psychological burden that could
not be measured. The division's surgeons and chaplains worked tirelessly to support
the men, but the trauma was profound. The survivors of these two campaigns were
forever changed.

Legacy and Leadership

Lessons Learned in Blood

The battles of Peleliu and Okinawa taught the US military hard lessons about
amphibious warfare. The failure of pre-invasion bombardment, the necessity of close
air support, and the importance of engineer support for clearing fortified positions
were all underscored by the experience of The Old Breed. The decision to invade
Peleliu has been heavily debated by historians, with many arguing it was
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strategically unnecessary. Regardless, the courage displayed by the Marines in that
horrific fight is undeniable. Okinawa, meanwhile, served as the blueprint for the
planned invasion of Japan, which was thankfully rendered unnecessary by the
atomic bomb. The tactics and equipment developed during these campaigns directly
influenced modern Marine Corps doctrine.

Honoring the Fallen

The legacy of The Old Breed At Peleliu And Okinawa is preserved in museums,
memorials, and the memories of families. The 1st Marine Division Association keeps
the history alive through reunions and scholarship programs. The official histories of
the Marine Corps contain detailed accounts of these battles. Books like With the Old
Breed by Eugene Sledge, who fought on both Peleliu and Okinawa, offer a visceral
personal account that has educated generations. The division itself continues to
serve today, carrying the battle streamers of Peleliu and Okinawa on its colors as a
reminder of the price of freedom.
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Conclusion: The Enduring Spirit of The Old
Breed

The story of The Old Breed At Peleliu And Okinawa is a story of extreme human
endurance. It is a testament to the courage of ordinary men placed in impossible
circumstances. The 1st Marine Division entered both campaigns as a proud, veteran
unit. It emerged from each battle battered, exhausted, but undefeated. The men
who fought on the coral ridges of Peleliu and in the muddy fields of Okinawa did not
seek glory. They sought to survive and to complete the mission. Their sacrifice
helped pave the way for the end of World War Il. Today, when we speak of "The Old
Breed," we are not just referencing a division number or a unit designation. We are
acknowledging a standard of duty, honor, and sacrifice that continues to define the
United States Marine Corps. The echoes of their footsteps on those distant shores
remind us that freedom is never free and that the price of victory is sometimes
measured in the blood of heroes.
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