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Iwo Jima Marine to Reunite with Sherman Tank 80 Years Later

Triangle, Va. — The 80" Anniversary of Japan’s surrender will feature a unique event at the
National Museum of the Marine Corps. On August 15, we will host a powerful moment of
“living history” as World War II veteran and Marine Corps tank driver Leighton Willhite is
reunited with the M4A3 Sherman tank, “Lucky,” the very tank that he drove during the Battle of
Iwo Jima.

Corporal Willhite, was just 19 when he drove Lucky ashore at Red Beach 2 with the 5th Tank
Battalion during the assault in 1945. Lucky, serial number 49617 represented the Marine Corps’
newest standard tank which, at the time, was making its combat debut on Iwo Jima.

During intense combat around Hill 362A, north of Mount Suribachi, Lucky’s crew supported
infantry units and took part in life-saving rescue efforts. When another tank, “Jeannie,” became
trapped, Corporal Willhite volunteered to cover his tank commander, Lieutenant Leonard Blake,
as they moved to assist the stricken crew—an act of bravery that earned Willhite the Bronze Star
with valor and Blake the Silver Star.

After the battle, Lucky returned to Hawaii in April 1945 and was one of 72 tanks selected for
conversion into CB-HS5 flamethrower tanks in preparation for the planned invasion of Japan.
After Japan’s surrender, it was transferred to Camp Lejeune, where it remained largely unnoticed
until the early 2000s, when it entered the Museum’s collection. At the time, its historical
significance was not yet known.

That changed in June 2023, when the Museum’s Arms & Armor Curator traveled to the Pima Air
& Space Museum to inspect the tank. By climbing aboard and analyzing its weld scars and field
modifications, he was able to positively identify the tank as part of C Company, 5th Tank
Battalion. Paint excavation later revealed the original name "Lucky" and C Company’s tactical
markings, confirming its battlefield role and linking it to its original unit and crew, including
Willhite.



Lucky is now one of only six confirmed Iwo Jima Sherman tanks in existence.

Now 100 years old, Mr. Willhite, who celebrated his centennial birthday on April 9, is traveling
to the Museum to witness the return of the historic tank from the Pima Air & Space Museum.
This reunion honors the legacy of Marine tankers and brings to life the firsthand stories of
courage and resilience from one of the Corps’ most pivotal battles.

Falling on the 80™ anniversary of Japan’s surrender and with fewer and fewer WWII veterans
still with us, Mr. Willhite’s visit is a powerful reminder of the bravery and sacrifice made by
Marines during this time in history and the importance of preserving their stories.

The reunion will take place at the Museum Support Facility at 9:30AM on August 15. For
background on the tank’s role in the Pacific theater and its connection to Mr. Willhite’s service,
please see the article Trapped: Marine Tankers Come to the Rescue on Iwo Jima.

This event is not open to the public, but media coverage and interviews may be coordinated upon
request. Please contact the Chief of Public Affairs at karen.amaro@usmcu.edu if you plan to
attend the event.
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About the National Museum of the Marine Corps

The National Museum of the Marine Corps preserves and exhibits the material history of the
U.S. Marine Corps, honors the commitment, accomplishments, and sacrifices of Marines,
supports recruitment, training, education, and retention, and provides the public with an
accessible platform to explore Marine Corps history.

Located at 1775 Semper Fidelis Way, Triangle, VA, the Museum is open daily from 9 a.m. to 5
p.m. Admission and parking are free.

For more information, visit www.usmcmuseum.com.
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