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Abstract  
Hershel Williams, Veterans Remember – WW II, VR2-V-L-2019-093 

Biographical Information/Overview of Interview:  Hershel ‘Woody’ Williams was 

born on October 2, 1923 in Quiet Dell, West Virginia. He was the youngest of eleven siblings 

growing up on dairy farm. Only five survived to adulthood. At the time of the Pearl Harbor 

attack he was working for the Civilian Conservation Corps. He enlisted in the Marine Corps 

in May 1943 after they changed the height requirement. He went to Marine Corps boot camp 

in San Diego, California, then shipped out to Guadalcanal, where he was assigned to the 22 

Regiment, 3rd Marine Division, and received additional training, including on the use of 

demolition charges and the flame thrower.  

Corporal Williams experienced his baptism of fire on Guam in July 1944. For the battle 

for Iwo Jima (19 February – 26 March, 1945), his division was in the reserve. On the second 

day they were committed to battle. Fighting on Iwo Jima was brutal, and progress was bloody 

and very slow. On February 23rd, when it was discovered that the course sandy soil would not 

allow tanks to get good traction, Corporal Williams was asked if he could take out enemy 

pillboxes with a flamethrower. He took up the challenge, and along with four riflemen to 

guard him, proceeded in the next four hours to take out one pillbox after another, needing to 

resupply with fuel tanks and demolition charges several times. Near the end of the Iwo Jima 

campaign Williams was wounded in the leg but refused to be evacuated. For his actions on 

February 23rd Corporal Williams was awarded the Medal of Honor in a White House 

ceremony on October 5, 1945. It was on that day that he also realized that he wore the medal 

to honor those who paid the ultimate sacrifice and would not be coming home, to include two 

of the riflemen who were sent out to protect him that day. For the rest of his life Woody has 

taken that message to audiences across the United States. He also served for many years as the 

chaplain for the Medal of Honor Society.    

Subject Headings/Key Words: battle of Iwo Jima; Medal of Honor; 22nd Marine 

Regiment, 3rd Marine Division; growing up in depression era West Virginia; use of 

flamethrower and demolitions to destroy enemy bunkers; President Harry S. Truman; 

Desmond Doss; Joe Rosenthal and flag raising on Mount Suribachi;  

Note to the Reader: Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that this is a 

transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, interviewee and editor sought to 

preserve the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical sources. The 

Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library is not responsible for the factual accuracy of the 

memoir, nor for the views expressed therein. We leave these for the reader to judge. 

COPYRIGHT 

 The following material can be used for educational and other non-commercial 

purposes without the written permission of the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library.  

“Fair use” criteria of Section 107 of the Copyright Act of 1976 must be followed. These 

materials are not to be deposited in other repositories, nor used for resale or commercial 

purposes without the authorization from the Audio-Visual Curator at the Abraham 

Lincoln Presidential Library, 112 N. 6th Street, Springfield, Illinois 62701.  Telephone 

(217) 785-7955 


