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At first glance, it is a simple photograph. A pocket watch rests on the black sand of Iwo Jima, 
the Marine Corps emblem etched proudly on its cover. Yet within that still image lives a 

thousand untold stories of time, memory, and the unbreakable bond between those who served 
and those who remember them. 

The pocket watch, worn smooth with age, speaks of moments that once passed in fear and in 
hope. It reminds us that time can wound, but it can also heal. It carries the quiet truth that while 

years move on, love and memory remain steadfast. To some, it may symbolize the steady 
ticking of life after war. To others, it may whisper of those whose time stopped too soon, their 

final hours forever joined to that island of black sand. 

That sand, dark and coarse beneath the watch, is not merely earth. It is sacred ground. It holds 
the blood of young men who fought for each other more than for themselves. For thirty-six days 

it was their world, a place of fire, pain, and courage beyond measure. Even now, it seems to 
hold their presence, as if the island itself remembers the weight of their sacrifice. 

The eagle, globe, and anchor is more than a symbol of the Marine Corps. It represents the 
family those men formed in battle, a family built not by birth but by shared struggle and 

unspoken trust. When the war ended, some of those brothers went home to embrace their loved 
ones again. Others found their rest on that same black sand, their spirits forever tied to the 

brothers who carried on. 

And in the seal of the Iwo Jima Association of America, that brotherhood lives on. It gathers not 
only the veterans who survived, but the families who now carry their torch. Sons and daughters, 
nieces and nephews, grandchildren and friends, all find meaning in the legacy handed down to 

them. They keep alive the voices of those who once fought, bled, and died on that island, 
ensuring that their love, their courage, and their sacrifice will never fade into silence. 

GySgt. Alfredo Cooke (Ret)  
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A Note from the Author  

Beyond the Black Sands is a commemorative 81st Anniversary collection of stories, memories, 
and personal accounts surrounding the veterans of Iwo Jima and those whose lives they 
touched - families, friends, and loved ones. The contents draw primarily from first-hand 
recollections, interviews, letters, and oral histories shared by the veterans themselves or those 
closest to them. 

Every effort has been made to preserve the authenticity and voice of the individuals 
represented, including their language, tone, and recollection of events. Where details, 
photographs, or historical context have been added, these are based on open-source materials, 
archival records, or other verifiable documentation to provide accuracy and clarity. 

This work is not intended as a definitive military history, but rather as a heartfelt tribute to the 
men who served and to the generations who have carried their stories forward. Any errors of 
memory or interpretation are unintentional, and readers are encouraged to view this compilation 
in the spirit in which it was created - with respect, gratitude, and remembrance. 

GySgt. Alfredo Cooke (Ret)  
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81 Years  
February  2026 

 

The Battle of Iwo Jima took place from February 19 to March 26, 1945. 

The 36-day American invasion and capture of the Japanese island was one 

of the bloodiest engagements of World War II,  

with the island officially declared secured on March 26, 1945. 
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Stephanie Vandegrift  
Presenting her Father LtCol Alexander Archer Vandegrift Jr.  

& 

Grandfather General Alexander A. Vandegrift  
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General Alexander A. Vandegrift  
18th Commandant of the Marine Corps  

1 January 1944 - 1 January 1948  
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Alexander Archer Vandegrift was born in Charlottesville, Virginia, on 13 March 1887. In 
January 1909, after two years at the University of Virginia, he entered the United States Marine 
Corps as a Second Lieutenant. He saw very active service in the Caribbean and Central 
America between 1912 and 1923, taking part in the capture of Coyotepe, Nicaragua, in the 
former year, the occupation of Vera Cruz, Mexico, in 1914 and pacification efforts in Haiti 
beginning in 1915. 
 

Major Vandegrift commanded a Marine battalion while stationed at Quantico, Virginia, 
from 1923 and in 1926 became Assistant Chief of Staff at the Marine Corps Base, San Diego, 
California. Service in China in 1927-28 was followed by duty in Washington, D.C., and at 
Quantico. He was promoted to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in 1934, returned to China in 1935 
and reached the rank of Colonel in 1936. While stationed at Marine Corps Headquarters in 
1937-41, Vandegrift worked closely with the Corps' Commandant and was promoted to 
Brigadier General in March 1940. He became Assistant Commander of the newly formed First 
Marine Division in late 1941 and the Division's Commanding General in early 1942. 
 

Major General Vandegrift took his division to the south Pacific in May 1942 and led it in 
the long, harsh but successful campaign to seize and hold Guadalcanal between August and 
December 1942. He was awarded the Medal of Honor for his "tenacity, courage and 
resourcefulness" during this operation. In November 1943, as a Lieutenant General, Vandegrift 
commanded the First Marine Amphibious Corps during the initial stages of the Bougainville 
campaign. 
 

Returning to the United States in late 1943, he became Commandant of the Marine 
Corps on 1 January 1944. He guided the Service's continued expansion through the rest of 
World War II, oversaw its contraction following the conflict, and successfully defended its 
existence during the difficult post-war years. Promoted to four-star General effective in March 
1945, Vandegrift was the first Marine Corps officer to hold that rank while on active duty. 
General Alexander A. Vandegrift completed his tour as Commandant at the beginning of 1948 
and formally retired in April 1949. He died on 8 May 1973. 

 
Historical Background on Defending the United States Marine Corps  

 
After World War II, there was intense debate in Washington about military unification, the 

idea of merging the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps under a single Department of Defense. 
Many senior Army and Navy officers (and some in Congress) questioned whether the Marine 
Corps should even exist as a separate force. 
 

President Truman and Secretary of Defense James Forrestal were reorganizing the 
military under the new National Security Act of 1947. As this law reshaped the armed services, 
several wartime leaders, including Vandegrift, rotated out to make way for a peacetime 
command structure. His successor, General Clifton B. Cates, was chosen to lead the Corps into 
this new era. 

 
In 1946, when he was defending the Marine Corps against proposals to merge it into a 

single unified military service General Vandegrift said publicly ñThe bended knee is not a 

tradition of our Corps. If the Marine Corps ever goes down, we will go down fighting and it will 

be in battle, not through any bureaucratic action in Washington.ò 
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This line captured the spirit of the Marines and became legendary inside the Corps. It 

was Vandegriftôs response to proposals that would have stripped the Marine Corps of its 

independent role and folded it under the Armyôs control as merely an amphibious branch. 

 

He went on to argue that ñThe Marine Corps has carved out its place in the nationôs 

defense structure through sacrifice and success on the battlefield. It should not be destroyed on 

the conference tables of peacetime.ò 

 

These statements infuriated some senior Army leaders and policymakers who supported 

unification, but they galvanized Congress and the American public behind the Marine Corps. His 

courage in that hearing is widely credited with saving the Marine Corps as an independent 

service. 

 

The Commandantôs tour was four years, and Vandegrift served almost exactly that. He 

was also nearing the mandatory retirement age (60). His end of tour as Commandant was 

consistent with both law and custom. 
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LtCol Alexander Archer Vandegrift Jr.  
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Colonel Alexander Archer Vandegrift Jr. was born on May 27, 1911. He was 

commissioned into the United States Marine Corps and rose through the ranks during the 

Second World War. By early 1945 he was a lieutenant colonel commanding the Third Battalion, 

24th Marines, of the Fourth Marine Division during the invasion of Iwo Jima. 

 

During the first days of the battle in February 1945, his battalion advanced under intense 

Japanese artillery, mortar, and machine gun fire. When the attack stalled and casualties 

mounted, he moved forward to the front lines to direct the fight in person. He reorganized 

scattered elements, encouraged his Marines, and led them in renewing the assault. When the 

enemy fire cut off part of his line, he brought up his reserve company to close the gap and 

reestablish the position. His personal leadership under fire steadied his battalion and enabled it 

to continue advancing against heavy resistance. He was wounded during these actions and 

later evacuated from the island. 

 

For his actions on Iwo Jima, he received the Silver Star for gallantry in combat. The 

citation records his courage, determination, and devotion to duty under fire. He had earlier been 

awarded the Legion of Merit for his service from June to August 1944 during operations in the 

Central Pacific area. 

 

After recovering from his wounds, Vandegrift continued his Marine Corps career, 

attaining the rank of colonel. He served with distinction through the remainder of his service 

years. His record stands as that of a disciplined and capable combat leader whose conduct on 

Iwo Jima reflected the highest standards of the Marine Corps. 

 

Vandegrift Jr had a wife Nancy and four daughters, he passed away at the age of 58 on 

November 20, 1969, and is buried at Arlington National Cemetery - Section 2, Grant Drive Site 

4872 - 5. 

 

 

 
 

éwith a puppy after a skirmish with the enemy on Saipan - June 1944  
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Electronic Technician's Mate 2nd Class  

Arthur Lewis , USN 
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I was nineteen years old when I went to Iwo Jima. I served in the Navy aboard LSM 238, 
a small landing ship that carried a Marine Regimental Combat Team of about forty men from the 
Fourth Division. We combat loaded in Hawaii and practiced landing on the beach at Maui before 
heading out across the Pacific at six knots. We didnôt know exactly where we were going, only 
that it would be somewhere important. 

After about thirty days at sea, tensions were running high. Our armored bulldozer up 
front by the bow doors kept breaking down, and every man aboard knew how much we would 
need it when the time came. When we neared Saipan, our skipper told the Marine captain he 
wanted the dozer removed at the next port. The Marine captain, calm but firm, rested his hand 
on his sidearm and told the skipper, ñWeôre going to need that bulldozer when we hit the beach.ò 
I never forgot that moment. You had to love that Marine captain. 

By the time we reached Iwo Jima, the bulldozer was running again, thanks to our Navy 
motor macks and the Marine who drove it. We poured gasoline into it until it roared to life. Then 
came the landing. It was chaos on that black sand beach, a frenzy of noise, smoke, and 
shouted orders. 

I was nineteen, had never owned a car, and didnôt even have a driverôs license. 
Suddenly, in the middle of the unloading, a Marine yelled, ñGet that weapons carrier out of 
here!ò I looked around, saw no one moving, and realized I was the closest to it. So I climbed in, 
put my foot on the clutch, found a gearðany gearðand bumped it out of the way. That was the 
first time I ever drove anything. My wife, Barbara, always laughs when I tell that story and says, 
ñHe still drives like that.ò 

In the days that followed, our ship was ordered to pick up a few of the very few prisoners 
taken on the island. We also took aboard some wounded Marines. Some of them didnôt want to 
board the same ship as the prisoners, but they eventually did. None of the support ships would 
take the prisoners from us, so we cruised for a while with both the Marines and the prisoners 
aboard as bad weather rolled in. What happened next, when it began to rain, turned into quite a 
story of its own. 

The weather had turned wet and drizzly. Our ship was cruising the area, waiting for 
further orders about what to do with the prisoners and the wounded but still walking Marines. 
This was probably during the second week after the initial landing. 

By then, we were down to eating K rations, which was still better than what the Marines 
ashore had to eat. As the weather worsened and the air grew colder, the shipôs cook prepared a 
large pot of soup. It had no label, so no one really knew what was in it, but it was hot and 
welcome. One by one, members of the crew and the Marines who were able came down to the 
well deck. They bent down to spoon feed the prisoners, many of whom were missing an arm or 
a leg. Their wounds were clean and neatly dressed. The look of gratitude in their eyes showed 
how deeply they appreciated the care being given to them by the same Marines they had so 
recently tried to kill. 

That moment - shifting from hostility toward the enemy to compassion for them - said a 
great deal about the character of our Marines and Sailors. When the enemy was helpless and 
aware that they were now in the hands of men who had every reason to hate them, compassion 
replaced anger. One Marine helped a wounded Japanese prisoner light a cigarette that had 
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been given to him during his medical treatment. Soon after, another Marine came down and did 
the same for another wounded man who, not long before, had been the enemy. 

I survived Iwo Jima without injury, though many did not. Looking back now at one 
hundred years old, I understand that even a nineteen-year-old sailor contributed something to 
that victory. 

Arthur Lewis, ETM Second Class, US Navy  
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Sergeant Joe Cam initi , USMC 
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The next island the U.S. needed to take was Iwo Jima. It is a four-mile by two-mile island 
in the South Pacific, 750 miles from the coast of Japan. The Japanese had constructed two 
airfields and were working on a third. Their planes used these airfields to attack Saipan and 
harass American bombers returning from missions to bomb Japan. The Americans needed the 
island as a staging area for fighter jets to escort American bombers on their missions to 
mainland Japan. 

On Iwo Jima, the Japanese military was well entrenched in blockhouses, pillboxes, and 
other gun emplacements hidden in the mountainside, along with a network of underground 
tunnels that enabled them to take cover from American bombardment. Despite heavy aerial and 
naval bombardment for sixty-six days, the U.S. was unable to take control of the island. Only 
after heavy fighting for thirty-six days were they able to secure it. 

The Marines cleared the vast tunnel network and the numerous caves one by one. The 
fighting was up close and fierce, with heavy casualties on both sides. At the end of the fourth 
day of fighting, the U.S. Marines captured Mount Suribachi and raised the American flag, which 
was forever immortalized by Joe Rosenthal, an Associated Press photographer. 

Joe recalls the landing at Iwo Jima. ñI was in the tenth wave landing the 5th Marine 
Division. I was part of the 3rd Amphibious Battalion, 3rd Marine Division. The 5th had no 
amphibious tractors, so we were assigned to the 5th for the landing. There were 482 tractors 
that made the landing.ò 

The tractors had to leave the troops at the waterline because the beach was very 
congested. Joeôs tractor took on water and was very difficult to steer. They headed back from 
the beach toward the LSTs, and with little maneuverability they ended up on the wrong LST. 
They were ordered to return to the beach of Iwo Jima immediately and transport 75mm mortars 
to the men on the beach. ñWe were the only ones who went back a second time.ò 

Joeôs tractor stalled on the beach, but Joe removed the carburetor, put it back on, and it 
started. Some seventy-five years later, he would tell Rear Admiral Todd, the Chaplain for the 
U.S. Marine Corps, how he witnessed chaplains - many without weapons and helmets - going 
around doing their duty among the dead and dying as snipers shot at them. 

Just as they arrived back at the LST, they ran out of gas on its ramp. The ramp 
operators tilted the ramp up and Joeôs tractor rolled in. Being late, he stayed aboard the ship 
that night. At first light, Joe and his tractor shuttled men and supplies to the island and wounded 
back that second day. 

Many of the tractors ran out of fuel and spent the first night on the ocean. The next 
morning, smaller ships towed them back to the ships to be refueled. The second night, Joe and 
his crew spent the night aboard ship. That would be the last time until the end of the battle, 
some thirty-four days later. 

The next morning, they went ashore and remained. Every night from midnight till four 
a.m. they helped man the lines between Mount Suribachi and the airfield on the side of Mount 
Suribachi. 
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The island was made of volcanic ash. ñNothing would move on ité until they put steel 
mesh down to build the roads.ò Joe recalled the Navy battleships offshore constantly shelling 
Japanese positions dug deep into the mountain. ñAnybody tells you that they donôt get scared is 
full of bologna. The Japs had a big mortaré and it would sound like a freight train.ò 

On Iwo Jima, the men were assigned various duty details such as picking up the dead, 
delivering ammunition, unloading incoming tractors, and transporting the wounded. Many trips 
Joeôs tractor did not bring the wounded to the rear. Those Joe felt were in real bad shape, he 
and his crew took directly to the medical ships. If the ship was unable to handle the wounded, 
he took them to another one that could. He saved a number of lives by doing this. Many times 
he came under fire when retrieving the dead and wounded. The only problem was that the 
tractor was lightly armored, and some of the bullets could go right through the walls. 

ñIôm pretty sure it was the third day, and we were on the airstrip, and we saw the flag go 
up on Mount Suribachi. We never thought it was going to be a historical thing. The first time you 
couldnôt really see it. They called for a bigger flag. I saw the bigger flag go up. We had a clear 
look at it. We looked right at it, and I said, óItôs about time!ôò 

ñOn Iwo Jima, we had to go on the line at night and watch and see if they came across 
the line. In the morning we came back down to the beach. One kid jumped off the tractor and 
landed right on one of those mines, and bang, he was gone. At that time youôre only a kid, 
eighteen years old. Youôre just hoping itôs not you. You really canôt explain it unless you were 
there.ò 

Joe recalled spending time on Iwo Jima from February 19 through March 25. There was 
fighting the entire time he was on the island. When orders came down to leave, they were told 
to leave all of their equipment on the island and return to Maui, Hawaii, where they would draw 
new equipment. 

Joe remained in Hawaii for three months. There they received all new equipment for the 
planned invasion of Japan. However, before they could deploy, the Japanese surrendered, and 
the war was finally over. Joe returned to the States on a battleship and made port in San Diego. 
He took a train to Maryland and then another train to Hartford. Joe was discharged with the rank 
of Sergeant. 
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Joe is on the lefté the single stripe (PFC) 
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This is a picture of his unit on Guam just before they shipped out for Iwo Jima.  

Joe is the shortest marine in the front row.  

 

 
 Joe is on his tractor at  his tractor  sitting on the end  
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Joeôs base on  Guam where they trained for Iwo Jima  after defeating the Japanese on Guam.   The 

base is called Mills. It is no longer there. The Governor of Guam searched for it for us when we 

were there but no record  of it.   

 
Joe is the guy without the shirt, in this group, all from his tractor  
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Joe on Iwo To, 2025  

 
Joe cutting his 100 Year Birthday cake  
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Joe with the Admiral on Guam, 2025  

 

 
Joe with Marine Commander on Guam, 2025  
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Preparing for Wreath Laying on Iwo To, 2025  

 

 

 
Iwo Jima Survivors who were on Iwo To in 2025  
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November 10 th, 2025 
 

On November 10, 2025, veterans from around the area arrived at South Side School in 
Bristol, Connecticut. At 9:30 a.m., the students of South Side School presented a program to 
honor veterans. The event was held the day before Veterans Day since there is no school on 
that day. 

The students read pieces they had written and sang the songs of all the branches of 
service. They even formed an arch of American flags for the veterans to walk through. 

Joe Caminiti, an Iwo Jima survivor, was one of the veterans who took part in the 
program. With the help of the former mayor - one of his final acts on his last day in office - Joe 
made a special presentation. 

In March, Joe had traveled to Iwo To, Japan, at the request of the United States Marine 
Corps and the Iwo Jima Association of America, to take part in a ceremony offering an olive 
branch of peace to the Japanese people. Joe placed one of three wreaths on behalf of the 
United States at the ñReunion of Honorò monument, which had been donated by the son of John 
Wayne. He did this alongside the Prime Minister of Japan. 

While there, United Airlines presented Joe with four boxes to collect and display sand 
from the island. Joe was the only Iwo Jima survivor present who was able to walk onto and 
along the beach. He gathered sand and filled a glass vial in each box before returning home 
with them. 

On November 10, Joe presented one of the boxes, with the help of American Legion 
Post 2, to South Side School. He also provided a document showing that he had attended 
South Side School many years ago, where he maintained a perfect attendance record. Joe was 
returning to his old school at the age of 101. 

The students of South Side School presented American Legion Post 2 with a check from 
a fundraiser they had organized for veterans. After the program, Joe traveled to the State 
Capitol to take part in the celebration of the 250th Marine Corps Birthday. He was the oldest 
Marine present that day. 
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Carl Berghofer  
Presenting h is Grandf ather Sergeant Carl Bernard Berghofer, USMC  
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Sergeant Carl Bernard Berghofer , USMC 

 

 
 
 

 
 



pg. 28 
 

Born May 19 , 1926, and passed September 20, 2025 at the age of 99  

 

Carl had many titles to include husband, father, grandfather, friend, community leader, 

story teller, hero, life saver, and teacher. He is preceded by his wife Faith, his brother Lewis and 

sister Dee. Also passing before him; three children Faith Elaine, Gordon, and Carl "Windy" Jr. 

He is survived by his daughter-in-law Janice and 6 grandchildren, and 8 great-grandchildren. 

 

Carl was born in and grew up around Carson NM and Taos Junction. While in Carson he 

attended school up to the 8th grade. At 17 he joined the US Marines where he was wounded on 

Iwo Jima. After his discharge he returned home. His love of outdoors and wild life lead him to a 

career in the New Mexico Game and Fish. During his time as game and fish warden, he was 

instrumental in developing the state's hunter safety education program. During this time, he also 

was actively involved in various lodges, notably Bent Lodge #42 in Taos, NM. 

 

After retirement he joined forces with a paramedic OR Mascaranes and started an 

ambulance service to help the community get the help they needed. Later this rescue squad 

became part of the Dixon VFD. He did all this while continuing to grow and provide fresh fruit to 

the local community and beyond. 

 

Everything he did with his life was to help the community and preserve a way of life. 

When you read in a history book about the greatest generation, the Great Depression, WW2 , 

landing on the moon and everything up to 21 September 2025. Carl Berghofer was there to see 

it. He was a living history book, always willing to tell the stories about life. He will be missed, a 

legacy never forgotten. 
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Jim Swanson  
Presenting his Father Corporal Bill Swanson, USMC  
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Corporal Bill Swanson , USMC 

 
 

 
 

 


