DARYL HAERTHER
As Daryl Haerther toured around Okinawa, what he saw was vastly different from what he remembers the last time he was on the island.  The vegetation was now lush and green, the buildings and parks well kept.  It was such a peaceful place now.  As he stood on the slope, now a golf course, where a machine gunner once had him pinned down for hours, he remembers a time when this island wasn’t so peaceful, but instead hell on earth.  
The Invasion of Okinawa started on April 1, 1945.  Daryl arrived three weeks later as a replacement for Company A, 383rd Infantry Regiment of the 96th Infantry Division.  The landscape was stark, void of most vegetation.  Right away it was baptism by fire.  While hiking to the front lines, a Japanese mortar called a “Boxcar” came flying towards him.  It left a crater 10’deep and 20’ wide.  To this day Daryl will still hit the ground at the sound of loud noises.  

After arriving at the front lines, his commander asked if he would volunteer to go back to the field hospital for medical training.  With so many casualties (his company would incur nearly a 200% casualty rate), they were short of medics.  With just two days of training, Daryl acted as a medic but still carried a weapon.  
Daryl spent the next two months in a foxhole.  He and his foxhole mate took turns with watches, while the other tried to grab some sleep.  They lived on rations, only getting back once during this time for a hot meal.  When the rainy season came, they lived in mud and used their helmets to bail out their foxhole. Like almost everyone else he suffered from Jungle Rot, a terrible skin rash.  
The fighting was fierce, with success in movement of the frontline measured in yards.  But according to Daryl, it was night time that was the worst.  The Japanese were constantly trying to infiltrate their positions.  They would put on American helmets to make their silhouettes look American, and became good at saying such things as “Don’t shoot Joe, it’s me.”  Daryl remembers one time when a group of Japanese posing as civilians approached with white flags.  All of a sudden the front row bent over with machine guns strapped to their backs.  Those behind started firing them.  “You just couldn’t ever let your guard down.” Daryl said.

Daryl has many sad memories on that island.  One of the saddest memories was one that should have been happy.  He had gotten word from back home that someone from his hometown in Iowa was on the island.  In fact, he was in the area to Daryl’s left.  One day Daryl went over to go find him.  He arrived to find out his friend had been killed the day before.  
Daryl’s time on the front lines came to an end when, while carrying a stretcher, he was hit in the arm and back with shrapnel and his CO was killed.  Evacuated way back to the beach hospital, he still wasn’t safe.  During a kamikaze attack, a piece of flak tore through the hospital tent and killed the man lying next to him.  Daryl was evacuated to Guam and eventually to Saipan where he was waiting to rejoin his unit when the war ended.  There was no celebration, just a huge sigh of relief.  Had the war continued on to the invasion of the Japanese homeland, it would have been Okinawa 1000 times over. Daryl received the Purple Heart and was awarded the Bronze Star for bravery.  

Okinawa today is a very beautiful place and the Okinawans are a polite and friendly people.  They erected a beautiful Memorial Park named “The Cornerstone of Peace” with names of all killed engraved on walls of polished granite.  This includes American, Japanese military and Okinawa civilians.  They lost 1/3 of their population during the battle.  Daryl returned to Okinawa with his wife Betty for the 50th Anniversary of the battle and again in 2001 with Betty, their daughters and sons-in-law.   Fortunately for Daryl’s family, their only memories of the island are ones of beauty and peace.     
