
 

 

1 learningenglish.voanews.com | Voice of America | September 30, 

2013 

 

 

 

This is America 
A Famous World War Two Photo Inspires an Impressive Sculpture. 

We learn about the photo and visit the Iwo Jima Memorial. 

 

 

Detail from Felix de Weldon's sculpture of U.S. Marines raising the flag on Mount Suribachi. 
Iwo Jima Marine Corps Memorial, Arlington, Virginia – Photos of Memorial by Steve Ember 

 

From VOA Learning English, welcome to This Is America. I'm Steve Ember. 

Visitors to Washington, DC know about such tourist attractions as the  

Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials…the World War Two Memorial…the 

Washington Monument. But we’d like to tell you today about a very special 

monument, just across the Potomac River from Washington, in Arlington 

Virginia. The Marine Corps War Memorial, also called the Iwo Jima Memorial, 

is one of the largest free-standing statues in the world. Today we tell you 

about this memorial and the story behind it. 
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Visitor from Arlington, Virginia: “It’s very overpowering. You can’t help but 

think about all the lives that have been lost for our country.” 

 

Our program today is about one moment in time.  

 

[Camera Shutter at 1/400th second] 

 

Really, 1/400th of a second! That is the amount of time it took Associated 

Press photographer Joe Rosenthal to capture an historic image on film. 

 

The photograph shows six men and an 

American flag during a battle in World War II. 

Joe Rosenthal took the picture on February 

23, 1945, on the Pacific island of Iwo Jima. 

Japanese forces held the island. American 

Marines were attempting to capture it.  

On the fourth day of battle, Marines fought to the top of Mount Suribachi, 

the tallest mountain on Iwo Jima. A small American flag was sent to the top. 

The Marines placed the flagpole in the ground, and raised the flag into the 

air.  
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But the flag could not be seen clearly far below. Commanding officers 

ordered the Marines to replace it with a much larger one.  

 

Joe Rosenthal was among Marines when they heard there would be a flag 

ceremony. He wanted to capture the event on film. So he took his camera 

and climbed slowly up the mountain, avoiding marked landmines. But when 

he got to the top, it was too late. The ceremony had ended. 

 

He then saw other Marines carrying another flag. Joe Rosenthal backed away 

from the group. He hoped to get a picture of both flags, one being removed 

and the other being placed on a pole. But he began talking to another 

photographer and missed the moment he was waiting for.  

 

A minute later, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. “There it 

goes!” he said. He swung his camera up, following the movement of the flag, 

and took his famous photograph. 

 

Four men are clearly seen in the photo. They are Harlon Block, a Marine 

from Texas; John Bradley, a Navy corpsman from Wisconsin; Franklin 

Sousley, a Marine from Kentucky; and Ira Hayes, a Marine and American 

Indian from Arizona.  
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Behind these men are two other Marines. They are Rene Gagnon of New 

Hampshire, and Mike Strank. Mr. Strank lived in Pennsylvania, but was born 

in what was then Czechoslovakia.  

 

The next day, Joe Rosenthal’s film went by airplane to the island of Guam, 

where it was developed and printed. The photographs were given to an 

Associated Press photo editor. It was the editor’s job to decide which ones to 

send to the United States. They would go on a machine that sent images by 

radio.  

 

As histories tell it, the editor looked and looked at the first photograph and 

said, “This is one for all time.” Within minutes he sent the picture of the six 

men raising the flag to the Associated Press headquarters in New York. From 

there, the photo went to newspapers across the United States. Most decided 

to print a huge copy on their front page.  

 

Many photo experts will tell you that the picture Joe Rosenthal made is 

almost perfect. The camera catches the flag as it rises. The flagpole cuts 

across the photograph. Wind blows against the flag.  

 

The experts also say you must look at the picture as the American public 

saw it in 1945. The world had been at war for years. Victory was not yet 

certain. Many people worried about family members. Many had a deep fear 

of the enemy.  
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The picture shows strength and courage. It suggests that six young men are 

working together to defeat the enemy. Joe Rosenthal’s photograph seemed 

to say: the battle may not be over, but we are winning.  

 

It was the very image of a future American victory. 

 

In Washington, D.C., Felix de Weldon saw the photograph in the 

newspapers. At the time, he was working at an air force base. Born in 

Austria, he came to the United States and was an artist in the Navy.  

 

Many years later he would say, “When I first saw it I recognized the power 

of this photograph. I could not take my eyes from it. I looked at the 

photograph for some hours and then began working.” 

 

Felix de Weldon made a small statue of Joe Rosenthal’s picture in 72 hours. 

Within days, members of Congress had seen the small statue. Many began 

to call for a huge statue. President Franklin Roosevelt ordered the Marine 

Corps to send home the men who had raised the flag. 

 

By then, however, it was too late. Mike Strank, Harlon Block and Franklin 

Sousley were dead. They were among the more than 6,000 Marines killed on 

Iwo Jima. Navy Corpsman John Bradley had been severely wounded. But he, 

Rene Gagnon and Ira Hayes returned to the United States. 
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People said they were heroes. The three men said they had done nothing but 

help put up a flag. But Joe Rosenthal’s photograph was so powerful, nothing 

would change people's minds.  

 

Felix de Weldon soon made a life-size copy of the statue. He carefully copied 

the faces of the three survivors. He used all the photographs he could find 

for the three who had been killed. 

 

Joe Rosenthal’s photograph became more and more famous. His work 

earned the Pulitzer Prize.  

 

There was public demand to put the image on a postage stamp. In July of 

1945, the government agreed. More than 137 million stamps were produced.  

 

People also demanded a huge statue of the six Marines. So, in 1946 Felix de 

Weldon started all over again. First he made a statue out of plaster. Then he 

used the plaster form as a guide to make the final statue out of bronze 

metal.  
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It took him nine years to complete the 

statue. The memorial honors all members 

of the United States Marine Corps who 

died in battle since the American 

Revolution. Each of those battles is 

mentioned at the base of the statue. 

 

On November 10, 1954, President Dwight 

Eisenhower led dedication ceremonies at 

Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia. 

The burial grounds are across the 

Potomac River from Washington. 

The three surviving marines, Ira Hayes, Rene Gagnon and John Bradley, and 

photographer Joseph Rosenthal attended the ceremonies. It was their last 

time together. Ira Hayes died three months later.    

 

In 1994, John Bradley died. He was the last to die of the six men who raised 

the flag on Iwo Jima. Felix de Weldon died in 2003. And Joe Rosenthal, in 

2006. 

 

Over the years, millions of people have come to see the huge statue that 

Felix de Weldon made.  

Detail from Felix de Weldon's statue 
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Visitor from Madagascar: “It’s very impressive. It’s a great piece of history.” 

 

It stands in a grassy area at the edge of Arlington National Cemetery.   

 

 

A family enjoys their visit to the Iwo Jima Memorial (Photo: Steve Ember) 

 

Man from Great Britain: “Fantastic – It’s very emotive. It’s something that 

you see on many images from around the world. And, to actually come and 

see it, it’s even more immense than what you imagine it is.” 
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The statue weighs more than 20 tons. Each man is almost 10 meters tall. 

The men seem about to move. Their bodies push forward as they struggle to 

raise the flag. Their clothes show the bones and muscles underneath. Their 

faces show the hard work. 

 

Woman from British Columbia, Canada: “And you saw what a bitter battle it 

was – a terrible battle. And the bravery of the men. And we’d heard that, 

even artistically, this was an absolutely beautiful, beautiful monument, and 

it is. It’s very moving. And to see the actual flag moving, that adds a lot, 

doesn’t it, the fact that it’s not a sculptured flag, that it’s an actual flag.” 

 

Couple from British Columbia stop to take pictures of the Memorial (Photo: Steve Ember) 
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Many visitors say seeing the statue is an emotional experience. People stand 

and look up at the six men. And, they take pictures, just as Joe Rosenthal 

did on Mount Suribachi.  

 

Woman from Great Britain: “It’s interesting reading the history of the six 

men as well, how three of them lived…two of them had quite a good life 

afterwards, but three of them died on the island. And it makes you wonder 

what life would have been like, actually, (A) without the Second World War 

ever happening, and (B) without the success of people like that. It’s quite 

emotional.” 

 

Man from Great Britain: “It is, when you look at the photograph that was 

taken by the photographer. That was a one in a lifetime picture. He could 

take another million pictures and never get one which would stand out and 

represent, not humanity, but the success of making people 

free…Heroism…because you read lots about what people do in war, and 

some things just go on and above what you would expect, so it’s very good 

to come and see it.” 

 

Soon after the photograph from Mount Suribachi was published, some 

people began to dispute it. They suggested that Joe Rosenthal had placed 

everyone where he wanted them, and then took the picture. Joe Rosenthal 

always said that was not true. Many other photographers with him also 

agreed it was not staged, or posed. 
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Experts in photography say it is easy to tell that the photo was not posed. 

They say no photographer would make a picture that hides almost all of the 

people’s faces. And they say no photographer would have two of the people 

nearly hidden.  

 

Our program was written by Paul Thompson. We had assistance by Kim 

Varzi and Kelly Jean Kelly.  

 

I’m Steve Ember inviting you to join us again next week for This Is America. 
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