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Vester Blevins: In on the second wave at Iwo Jima

By VESTER BLEVINS

In late 1942 at Guadal Canal down below the Equator, a young fellow nicknamed Manila John

was in charge of a machine gun outfit when the Japanese killed all his gunners. He and one of his

loaders walked back from gun to gun and the next morning they counted over a hundred dead

Japanese in front of his position. He got the Congressional Medal of Honor and they sent him

back to Washington for a desk job. I was just a kid two or three weeks out of boot camp. I had

the duty when he reported in of seeing his name and there I was a young kid and he was a big

war hero. When he got to Washington, he decided that wasn’t what he wanted to be so he

requested to be sent overseas. I saw him a few times before we left the states.

The first wave at Iwo Jima went in at about 9 o’clock

and we were to go in at 10 o’clock. We got about half

way in and they radioed us to go back to the ship the

beach was too hot nobody could get in. So we turned

around and went back to the ship and the Captain

wouldn’t let us aboard. He had orders to get rid of all

his Marines, and get ready to take care of wounded.

There was nothing else to do but go back in. We got

back in and got scattered and lost. Of course, there

really wasn’t but two or three other people in my outfit

and some others on other ships, but everybody just

about was lost. We started to go up the beach and I

heard a mortar coming in and I dived in a big old shell

hole from one of our 16” shells and another boy dived

in on the other side. I got my nerve up to raise my

head up out of the volcano ash and there laid two

people dressed in green like us, but I looked down and

they had on wrap-around leggings and I thought uh-oh, that’s like we wore in WW I . They were

dead Japanese. I got to talking to the other boy and I said, “Where are you from?” He said,

“Well, Oneida, a little place north of Knoxville. Where are you from?” I said, “I’m from Oneida

too.” It was Willard “Red” Foster. I was raised here in Oak Grove and he was raised in Stump

Town (West Oneida). We had never heard of each and met 10,000 miles away. I never saw him

again until after the war.

When I came up out of that shell hole, I could see where I was supposed to go which was up to

an air field. On my way, I saw ol’ Manila John Baselone and I thought if anyone knows what’s

going on he ought to. I thought I would try to get up there to him (which was about 100 feet

Figure 1 Vester Blevins in World War II



FNB Chronicle, Vol. 15, No. 4 Summer 2004
First National Bank (page 3 & 6)
P.O. Box 4699
Oneida, TN 37841

Page 2 of 3

away), but lucky for me I didn’t because a mortar came in and hit him right in the tracks. He was

the only Congressional Medal of Honor winner that has gone back into battle and got killed. He

was from New Jersey and just 25 years old.

Contrary to what John Wayne said in the movies, when they raised the flag you would have

thought the battle was over with, but that was just on the fifth day of the invasion and it lasted 30

days. I was sent to find an outfit at the base of Mount Surabachi and they had been trying to get

up it for about four days. Finally, they were going to make it that morning and Lt. Col. Johnson

told them that when they got up there to raise this flag. Okay, when they got up there, the

lieutenant gave the flag to some boys and they found a piece of pipe and they raised it. In case

you haven’t heard, there were two flag raisings. I have left the impression that I saw the one that

you see on the monument, but I don’t believe that was the one I saw. They raised that first small

flag and to show you what being in the right place at the right time means, a Marine Corps

photographer, Sgt. Lorie, made a picture of it and then he started back down Mount Surabachi

(about 500 ft. volcano crater) and Associated Press photographer Joe Rosenthal was down at the

bottom. He said, “Well, they’ve raised the flag I guess its safe enough for me to go up now.” He

goes up and just as he gets to the top he looks up and they are raising that second flag. He just

snaps the picture. Didn’t know what he had or anything until he developed the picture back in

Guam that night. He’s the one that got all the glory, even though Sgt. Lorie risked his life to get

the first picture. The reason there were two pictures taken is that Lt. Col. Johnson said, “They are

going to want that flag in Washington and they ain’t going to get it.” He sent his runner down to

the LST to get another flag and he brought it back and that’s the one they sent up there for the

second picture. It was larger than the first one. The only reason I got to see it, I heard all the

Figure 2 Vester Blevins (left) with fellow Iwo Jima Veteran Willard "Red" Foster in 2004
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ships out in the harbor blowing their horns and sirens and I looked up to see what was going on

and I saw the flag going up. I’m not sure, but I figure it was the first flag because I don’t think

they would have had all that rig-a-ma-role over the second one. I had nothing to do with the

raising of the flag but I was close. Everything was close . . . there really wasn’t any front line for

days, it was only five miles long by 1-1/2 miles wide. There were caves and tunnels everywhere.

That old Japanese general was smart; he wasn’t going to expose his gun positions trying to shoot

boats coming in where our planes and ships could knock them out. He waited and let enough of

us get ashore that we couldn’t shoot without hitting our own men, then he opened up. Ironically,

three of the Marines who raised the first flag were later killed and buried on Iwo Jima, and three

of the Marines who raised the second flag were also later killed in the invasion and buried on

Iwo Jima. One of the three of the second group that was killed was Drunken Ira Hayes, they

called him. He was an Indian. They are all dead now. The last one died a few years ago and he

was a Navy Corpsman.

After Iwo Jima, we were transferred to Hawaii, where we were getting ready for the invasion of

Japan when they dropped the atomic bomb. We spent about four months at Nagasaki, Japan

where the second atomic bomb was dropped. Then from there we were back to San Diego and on

by troop train to Camp Lejeune, at New River, NC, for discharge.

I was lucky in more ways than one. I was sworn in at Nashville and they put us on a train and

headed us west. All the time I stayed in the states was around San Diego, L.A. and Hollywood,

back when Hollywood was Hollywood. That’s where we went on liberty.

I was lucky I wasn’t injured during my tour in the service.

Of over 16 million troops in uniform during WW II, 20,000 were in my division and five of them

were from Oneida: Red Foster, Cletus Fryar, Clinton King, me and a Chitwood guy from

Winfield. I never did run into any of them except Red. But, I did see Clinton King’s brother,

Homer. He walked in our dugout one day. I recognized him because they look a lot alike to me.

In 1988, I went back to Hawaii and looked up where our camp was on the “Big Island”, which

happened to be on the Parker Cattle Ranch which is the largest cattle ranch in the world. It hadn’t

been commercialized like the other Hawaiian Islands and was just like it was when we were

there in 1945-46.


