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The Planned Invasion of Japan

Operations 
Olympic & Coronet:

later described the US forces’ attacks 
against the Japanese defenses on Iwo 
Jima as “throwing human flesh against 
reinforced concrete.”   

Initially overlooked as well, in 
the euphoria over Germany’s defeat, 
was the horrendous toll taken on US 
soldiers, sailors, Marines and airmen in 
the nearly three months (1 April to 22 
June) it took to subdue the Japanese on 
the island of Okinawa, the last obstacle 
before an invasion of the home islands 
could take place. Repeated frontal 
assaults by American soldiers and 
Marines, and suicidal kamikaze attacks 
by Japanese aircraft, made Okinawa 
the costliest battle of the Pacific 
war: 34 US ships were sunk, most by 
suicide attacks, while 368 others were 

damaged, along with 763 aircraft lost. 
American casualties in the opera-

tion totaled more than 12,000 killed, 
including 5,000 US Navy dead—the 
greatest loss of life suffered in any 
single operation in that service branch’s 
history—along with a total of almost 
8,000 US Army and Marine Corps 
dead. At the same time, combat 
stress accounted for large numbers 
of psychiatric casualties, which was 
enough to create a further serious 
reduction of frontline strength. 

More than 150,000 civilians lost 
their lives during the struggle for 
Okinawa. No battle during the entire 
war, except Stalingrad, had as massive 
a loss of civilian life. The appalling cost 
of seizing Okinawa—in what became 

the biggest sea-land-air battle in history 
to date—and the specter of repeating 
the ordeal on an even greater scale 
by attacking the Japanese homeland, 
weighed heavily on the minds of 
American political and military leaders. 

Japan, her armies suffering defeat 
on all fronts, and her merchant marine 
and navy, for all practical purposes, 
already strewn on the bottom of the 
Pacific, was finished as a warring 
nation, in spite of its 4 million men still 
under arms. That the Japanese would 
continue the war they had begun, how-
ever, was no longer a question solely of 
their strategic thinking, it was an aspect 
of Japanese culture and psychology. 

The capture of Iwo Jima, less than 
eight square miles in area, had cost 

By John Walker

General Situation

 G lobally momentous events 
progressed at a startling 
pace in the first half of 1945. 

The strategic Japanese-held island 
of Iwo Jima—coveted by both sides 
for its airfields—was captured by the 
Americans on 26 March. On 12 April the 
American people mourned the death 
of their four-term president Franklin 
Roosevelt, who’d guided them through 
perilous times of economic hardship 
and a multi-front world war. A month 
later the Allied world rejoiced when on 
8 May the surrender of Nazi Germany 
brought to a close the war in Europe. 
The Potsdam Conference in July, where 
US, British and Soviet leaders gathered, 
was the final high-level conference 
of the war. The resultant Potsdam 
Declaration called for Japan to “sur-
render or face destruction.”  

Though the Allies’ war against 
the Japanese was moving ahead 
with the capture of Iwo Jima, the 
fighting there raged for 36 bloody 
days rather than just the five or six 
that confident American planners 
had initially anticipated. The losses 
suffered there were staggering as well: 
over 26,000 American casualties, 
including 6,800 dead. One historian 

A US intelligence officer crouches atop a portion of the huge aerial photo reconnaissance 
map of Kyushu that was used in the planning for Operation Olympic.
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The Nature of the Enemy  

The primacy of the European Theater of Operations remained the 
bedrock principle of American strategy during World War II. The US Army’s 
capabilities and its institutional interests in the employment of massive 
ground and air units best fit the nature of the war there. Also coloring 
Army thinking was the view the Japanese were inferior to the Germans as 
practitioners of modern warfare. One writer at the time noted the Allied 
generals in Europe “dismissed the Pacific war as the bush leagues.” 

When the number of American combat deaths in the Pacific soared in 
the first half of 1944, however, the character of the Japanese enemy, not 
just their capacity to inflict casualties, underwent a sober reevaluation. 
Today’s Americans might look back at those times and see racism as the 
pervasive motif but, while it certainly played a role, it was something 
beyond race that really distinguished the Japanese even then: their 
collective determination and bravery on a scale never seen before or 
surpassed since. The Japanese “are the bravest people I have ever met,” 
wrote John Masters, a British officer who fought against them in Burma:

In our armies, any of them, every Japanese would have had a 
Congressional Medal of Honor or a Victoria Cross. It is the fashion to 
dismiss their courage as fanaticism, but this only begs the question. 
They believed in something, and they were willing to die for it, for any 
smallest detail that would help to achieve it. What else is bravery?

The first intimations the Japanese would choose death over 
surrender—and not merely the elite ruling caste, but the rank 
and file as well—came in August 1942 on Guadalcanal. After 
two small Imperial Navy garrison units fought to extinction there, 
the US Marines trapped and nearly annihilated a fresh Imperial 
Army contingent of about 800. A few Japanese escaped; only 15 
survived as prisoners, 12 of them wounded before capture. Maj. Gen. 
Alexander Vandegrift, the Marine commander on the island, wrote: 

I have never heard of this kind of fighting. These people 
refuse to surrender. The wounded wait until men come up to 
examine them, and [then] blow themselves and the other fellow 
to pieces with a hand grenade.  

The combat on Saipan, in the Mariana Islands, from 15 June to 
9 July 1944, came as a further powerful shock. As was by then the 
norm, the garrison of nearly 30,000 Japanese soldiers and sailors 
effectively fought to the death: only 921 (three percent) were taken 
prisoner. Of the 71,034 officers and men of the American landing force, 
14,111 became casualties, including 3,426 killed (nearly 20 percent). 

On Saipan the Americans also encountered for the first time 
a significant population of Japanese civilians, numbering some 
20,000. By 5 August the total of those who’d surrendered was 
only 10,258. Many chose death to capitulation, with the peak of 
frenzied suicides coming at Marpi Point on 11 July, two days after 
the fighting ended. There hundreds of civilians spurned invita-
tions to surrender from both Marines and fellow Japanese. 

In behavior that shocked even battle-hardened Marines, whole 
families waded into the sea to drown together or huddled together 
to blow themselves up with grenades. Other parents tossed their 
children off cliffs before leaping to join them in death. That mass 
suicide of civilians took place because Japanese political and 
military authorities had inoculated them with the terror the Americans 
would rape, torture and murder them, and that it was therefore 
more honorable for them simply to take their own lives. 

Recent scholarship had indicated the actual number of such deaths 
may have been less than first believed; however, that initial image of 
mass civilian suicides proved potent among Allied planners. Sobering 
thoughts about the prospects for the final defeat of Japan emerged in a 
paper generated by the Joint Strategic Survey Committee of the JCS: 

Our great superiority over the Japanese rests in our capacity to 
produce and to employ more effectively and in overwhelming strength 
machines of war—primarily naval vessels and aircraft. Enemy 
strength rests in his land forces, some 3,500,000 strong. In our Saipan 
operation it cost approximately one American killed and several 
wounded to exterminate seven Japanese soldiers. On this basis 
it might cost us a half million American lives and many times that 
number in wounded to exterminate the Japanese ground forces that 
conceivably could be employed against us in the home islands.     ★

25,849 Marine casualties, a third of 
the landing force. Okinawa’s price had 
been 49,151. If the Japanese could draw 
that much blood in the defense of their 
outer islands, Allied planners had to 
contemplate: how formidable would 
they be when defending the 142,007 
square miles of their five home islands, 
where they would be joined by every 
member of the civilian population 
old enough to carry a hand grenade?

While the Pacific war raged on, 
with fighting in the Philippines and 
the imminent invasion of Okinawa, 
plans were even then being finalized 
for what was to have been the largest 
amphibious operation in the history of 
warfare: Operation Downfall, the grand 
plan for the invasion of Japan. It would 
involve gargantuan blows against 
the islands of Kyushu and Honshu, 
using the entire available combined 
resources and manpower of the US 
Army, Navy, Marines and Air Force. 

The premise of Downfall was to 
bring about Japan’s surrender via two 
successive component operations: 
the first, to create bases for Allied 
land-based air forces in the southern 
third of Kyushu in order to develop 
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Japanese Strategy in 1945

Today’s conventional historiographic portray-
al of Japan’s military situation as 1945 dawned 
is one of gloom and doom. What remained of 
its once mighty navy had been smashed in the 
Philippine Islands in October of the previous 
year. Its soldiers there, already vanquished on 
Leyte, braced for the invasion of Luzon. Their 
once potent air strength could only harry, but not 
halt, the as yet modest but escalating assaults 
of American B-29s on the home islands. US sub-
marines had sent most of their merchant marine 
to the bottom of the Pacific, choking off imports 
and threatening to idle war industries. 

A different outlook prevailed at Imperial 
General Headquarters (IGHQ) in Tokyo at the 
time. True, those men reasoned, Japan had 
lost its navy and with it control of the Western 
Pacific right up to its shores. Even so, the 
empire still included huge territories with vast 
resources and hundreds of millions of subjects 
on the continent of Asia and among the major 
islands to the south. Though airpower was 
much diminished, there remained thousands 
of planes and a bountiful supply of young 
men prepared to crash them into enemy 
ships. Above all, there remained a formidable 
army backed by a stalwart populace. That 
arrangement, they believed, would work to 
negate all the advantages of an attacker 
dependent on machines rather than men.

Even appalling losses like those suffered 
on Okinawa failed to discourage the militarists 
in Tokyo, who believed Japan could salvage a 
victory of sorts over war weary and decadent 
Americans less concerned with victory than 
with the lives of their sons. The lesson they 
took from Okinawa was a Japanese force 
amounting to three divisions, backed by 
locally raised auxiliaries, had held out for 100 
days against a lavishly equipped American 
army more than five times as large.

The further dominant belief at IGHQ was the 
Americans lacked the patience for a protracted 
blockade and bombardment, and would seek to 
end the war quickly by invasion. If that initial 
assault could be repulsed, or if its costs could 
be made prohibitive, Japan could yet extricate 
itself from the war with honor. The emperor 

therefore sanctioned a new strategic directive, 
published on 20 January, which declared the 
homeland would be the arena for the “final 
decisive battle” of the war. Japan’s armed 
forces were ordered to complete construction 
of bristling positions along the perimeter of the 
“national defense sphere” delineated by the 
Bonin Islands (Iwo Jima), Formosa, the coastal 
sector of east China, and southern Korea. 

Preparations for the defense of the home 
islands demanded new commands, plans 
and forces. With sole jurisdiction over major 
ground units, the Imperial Army executed its 
own portion of the new Homeland Defense 
Plan by creating two theater commands: First 
General Army (roughly equivalent to a US 
army group), headquartered in Tokyo, was 
responsible for most of central and northern 
Honshu. Second General Army, headquartered 
in Hiroshima, had jurisdiction over the forces 
on western Honshu, Shikoku and Kyushu.  

There were only 12 divisions in all of Japan 
on 1 January 1945, forcing IGHQ to embark on a 
huge program of homeland reinforcement. From 
Manchuria came four divisions, two infantry 
and two armor. Then came a 26 February 
order for a huge three-phase mobilization 
program to create a gargantuan new force 
numbering 47 divisions, 15 independent 
mixed brigades and six tank brigades.

That mobilization created two new types 
of infantry formations. The first was the static 
coastal combat division (22 created), designed 
to grapple in close-quarter fighting against 
a landing force only a short distance inland 
from the water’s edge. The second type was 
the mobile counterattack division (15 created), 
which were effectively reduced-strength 
field divisions organized to move rapidly from 
inland positions to deliver decisive blows 
against any Allied beachhead force that 
survived engaging the coastal divisions. 

At the end of the mobilization the 
forces available to defend the home islands 
were to number 60 divisions: 36 field and 
counterattack, 22 coastal and two armored. 
The mobilization was to add 1.5 million men to 
the home defense commands. The aggregate 
strength of the homeland armies would 
then total 2.9 million, along with 292,000 

horses and 27,500 motor vehicles. 
On 8 April the staff officers in Tokyo 

completed a massive master defense plan for 
the impending struggle for the homeland and the 
areas contiguous to it, titled Ketsu-Go (Decisive 
Operation). It envisioned the invaders would 
be confronted and crushed in one of seven key 
locations, with emphasis on the Tokyo-Kanto 
area and Kyushu. Final preparations were to 
extend into three phases from April to October, 
but the forces on Kyushu, where the first blow 
was expected, were to be ready be early June.

Three features marked Ketsu-Go. First, 
operations weren’t aimed at destroying the 
enemy either at the water’s edge (standard 
Japanese tactics prior to mid-1944) or far inland 
(tactics used from mid-1944 to Ketsu-Go). That 
was because they by then realized the folly 
of immediate beach defense in the face of 
massive American pre-landing bombardment, 
but they also grasped that their adversary could 
never be dislodged if permitted to consolidate 
his position after landing. Therefore Ketsu-Go 
aimed to destroy the beachhead—the perimeter 
established by the invader a few days after 
landing—while it was still anchored on the 
coast but stretched a few miles inland. [That 
seems almost like a wishful thinking “Goldilocks 
and the Three Bears” kind of strategy. Sen. Ed.]

The second distinctive feature of Ketsu-Go 
was the comprehensive devotion to “special 
attack” (suicide) tactics, not only the by then 
routine air and sea efforts, but also ashore. 

The incorporation of the civilian population 
into the overall defensive scheme represented 
the third singular feature. Under the “National 
Resistance Program,” commanders could 
summon to combat all able-bodied civilians, 
regardless of gender. If the Americans 
overran any portion of the homeland, 
swarms of guerrillas were to beset them. 

The first and second phases of the massive 
mobilization were completed successfully; 
the progress of American forces on Okinawa 
in May, however, triggered a series of more 
urgent measures that shuffled more and 
better units to Kyushu. That supreme effort 
exhausted equipment resources for units 
not so deployed, and IGHQ could only hope 
production would catch up by October.

The number of American aircraft 
assembled—from the Marianas and the 
Philippines to Iwo Jima, Okinawa and dozens 
of fleet carriers—ran to five figures. The 
assault shipping (4,000 vessels) being gathered, 
and the troops committed for the Kyushu 
landing, far exceeded D-Day in Normandy. 

The Japanese hoped to inflict 20 percent 
casualties before a single US soldier or 
Marine set foot on the beaches and further 
carnage thereafter, during the inexorable 
grind of daily close-in battle conducted at the 
distance a man can throw a grenade.     ★ 

Japanese plans to use suicide attacks to thwart the invasion went 
far beyond the commitment of kamikaze planes.
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