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Once in a Lifetime 

by Ben Chinoy 

 

As the plane circled the island, I looked out and saw black beaches and wondered what it must 

have been like sixty years earlier, when the bloodiest battle in the history of the Marine Corps 

began. From the sky, the island looked serene and peaceful. If only it could speak, it would tell 

the stories of the thousands of young Japanese and Americans who gave their lives for a cause 

greater than themselves. It would tell the story of Navajo code talkers and Medal of Honor 

winners—it would tell the story of the battle of Iwo Jima.  

 

At the time, I was an eighth grade student, more concerned with being the “cool” kid on campus 

than with some battle that occurred decades before. However, my dad, a CNN correspondent at 

the time, was covering the sixtieth anniversary of the battle, and he and my mom insisted I go. 

Looking back, I am glad they did—it was a once-in-a-lifetime experience.  

 

The island of Iwo Jima is eight square miles, about one-sixth the size of San Francisco. Its 

proximity to Japan made it a vital piece of land for the allies to occupy during World War II: 

controlling the airfield there would give the U.S. command over much of the Pacific, and a base 

for staging air raids on Japan itself. 

 

On my trip, I did not fly in on a bomber, but on a chartered Continental airlines flight with my 

parents and several dozen surviving American veterans. This flight marked the beginning of a 

reunion for the few survivors of a battle where the Marines suffered over 26,000 casualties. It 

started with an aerial tour of the island. As we circled, the pilot pointed out different landmarks, 

including Mt. Surabachi, the site where the famous photo of five marines raising the American 

flag was taken. 

 

As the old soldiers looked out at the place where they lost friends and spilled blood, I struck up a 

conversation with the veteran sitting in the window seat next to me—Teddy Draper. He told me 

he was a Navajo Indian and had been a “code talker.” He and others from his tribe were 

communicators. They used the Navajo language, which the Japanese could not understand, to 

pass along orders and other crucial information over the radio to other Navajos who would 

translate it to English for other soldiers to understand. Because code talkers were vital to the war, 

and the U.S. military, their existence was kept secret until 1968, when the government finally 

declassified their story. I learned from Draper how dangerous his job was. Code talkers were 

under orders to commit suicide rather than risk capture. In fact, Draper won a Purple Heart medal 

for heroism under fire—he was injured in both the face and the leg from mortar fire as he ran to 

retrieve vital communications gear. 

 

At the time, I did not completely understand the significance of the man I had been talking to. As 

my conversation with Draper continued, my respect for him dramatically increased, and I 

realized how courageous he was. He said the code talkers often faced discrimination because 

they were Native Americans. Draper then told me an amazing fact—in the iconic photo of five 



   

men raising the American flag on top of Mt. Surabachi, he was just out of sight, hiding. He could 

not risk being in a photo for fear that the Japanese would discover his existence and that the 

Americans were using the Navajo language as a code.   

 

After landing, I stumbled off the plane, deeply impressed by what I had just learned. Our next 

stop was the beach—made of ashen sand turned black by the sulfur from the volcanic island—

where the Marines had landed. As I stepped onto the sand, it was steep and difficult to climb up. 

I cannot imagine what it must have been like to do so under heavy fire.  

 

It was here where I met another amazing character. His name was Jacklyn Lucas, a very large 

man who walked with a limp. While I did not have an extended conversation with him, I did 

learn that he won the Medal of Honor. He dived on two Japanese grenades to save three of his 

fellow marines. He was only seventeen at the time, and somehow he survived. As one of the 

Marines explained this to me, I was in awe. He would have been only three years older than I 

was, when he willingly risked his own life for his country.  

 

Words cannot describe the extraordinary service these soldiers gave our country. As I continued 

to meet other veterans, I observed they all had one common characteristic—respect. They were 

extremely polite to me, and their attitude made a deep impression on me. This was especially 

true when Sergeant White, a white haired, energetic veteran, recounted his personal story. He 

was on one of the first boats that landed on the island at the start of the invasion. Sgt. White told 

me that ever since that fateful day, he experienced dreadful nightmares almost every night—ones 

where he would wake up drenched in sweat, thinking he was under attack and seeing his friends 

die. Sgt. White said he had visited the island the previous year—for the first time since the 

original battle—and his nightmares, which had been in color, turned to black and white. He 

hoped this visit would get rid of them completely. As he finished his story, I could only listen in 

amazement. He was almost in tears when he told me that even after all of these years, he could 

not understand why he survived and his best friends did not. 

 

Later, as we explored the maze of tunnels—a kind of safe haven for the Japanese soldiers—I 

imagined what it would have been like for American soldiers to attack these underground 

fortresses. They were very deep and designed to protect the Japanese from American bombing 

raids. An active duty Marine explained that the dark stains on the walls were blood, and pointed 

out old sake bottles that had been left in the tunnels. I was stunned by the actual size of these 

tunnels. I almost had to crouch to walk around in them; they had very poor air circulation and 

were four to five stories deep. In fact, some of them have still not even been fully explored, 

because of the risk of a tunnel collapse. To think that the Japanese not only lived in these tunnels 

during the battle, but also somehow existed in these cramped underground mazes the previous 

year just boggled my mind  

 

Looking back now, this experience changed the whole way I think about what I have. I realize 

how important it is for me to truly value my family and friends. The Marines and the Japanese 

risked and gave their lives for a greater cause. While we won the war, I had never before 

appreciated the courage of the warriors on both sides. What started out as a trip I did not want to 

make turned into a life-changing experience, where I saw the dreadful power of war and how 

soldiers sacrifice themselves for our country, in the hopes of securing a peaceful future for their 

people. 


