

[image: images]





[image: images]





Published in the United States of America and Great Britain in 2012 by

CASEMATE PUBLISHERS

908 Darby Road, Havertown, PA 19083

and

10 Hythe Bridge Street, Oxford, OX1 2EW

Copyright 2012 © Nathan N. Prefer

ISBN 978-1-61200-094-7

Digital Edition: ISBN 978-1-61200-107-4

Cataloging-in-publication data is available from the Library of Congress and the British Library.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the Publisher in writing.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed and bound in the United States of America.

For a complete list of Casemate titles please contact:

CASEMATE PUBLISHERS (US)

Telephone (610) 853-9131, Fax (610) 853-9146

E-mail: casemate@casematepublishing.com

CASEMATE PUBLISHERS (UK)

Telephone (01865) 241249, Fax (01865) 794449

E-mail: casemate-uk@casematepublishing.co.uk



Photo, title page: Amphibious tractors carrying Marines of the 4th Division approach the crowded White Beaches of Tinian. Many men had to climb out of the landing craft onto cliffs in order to get ashore. National Archives and Records Administration







CONTENTS



Acknowledgments

  1.    TINIAN: THE ISLAND

  2.    THE DEFENDERS: THE JAPANESE GARRISON ON TINIAN

  3.    WHY TINIAN?

  4.    THE PLAN: “PLAYING BY EAR”

  5.    JIG DAY: JULY 24TH

  6.    JAPANESE COUNTERATTACK

  7.    25 JULY 1944: EXPANDING THE BEACHHEAD

  8.    26 JULY 1944: WHERE ARE THE JAPANESE?

  9.    THE MARINES ADVANCE SOUTH

10.    TINIAN TOWN AND BEYOND

11.    THE BITTER END

12.    TINIAN TO NAGASAKI

13.    CONCLUSION: THE IMPORTANCE OF TINIAN

Appendix A: Leading Personalities

Appendix B: Order of Battle—U.S. Forces

Appendix C: Order of Battle—Japanese Forces

Appendix D: Distribution of Casualties

Appendix E: U.S. marine Division, 1944

Appendix F: Medal of Honor Citations

Appendix G: Ship Histories

Notes

Bibliographic Essay



MAPS



	1.
	 
	Mariana Islands, 1944



	2.
	 
	Japanese Defensive Sectors, Tinian, July 1944



	3.
	 
	Landing Plan, July 1944



	4.
	 
	Jig Day, 24–25 July 1944



	5.
	 
	Tinian, July–August 1944



	6.
	 
	Scene of Night Action, 31 July–1 August 1944




All maps courtesy of Mary Craddock Hoffman





In landing operations, retreat is impossible.
To surrender is as ignoble as it is foolish.
Above all else remember that we as the
attackers have the initiative. We know
exactly what we are going to do, while the
enemy is ignorant of our intentions and
can only parry our blows. We must retain
this tremendous advantage by always
attacking, rapidly, ruthlessly, viciously
and without rest.

GEN. GEORGE S. PATTON, JR.

General Order to Seventh US Army
before the Sicily landings, 27 June 1943
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TINIAN: THE ISLAND



The amphibious assault to seize the island of Tinian in the Mariana Islands in the summer of 1944 is one of the least studied operations of the Second World War. Overshadowed by the fierce battles for neighboring Saipan, the Battle of the Philippine Sea and the simultaneous assault on the former United States possession of Guam, Tinian is often dismissed in histories as a swift conquest of a small garrison of defeated troops. This assessment decries both the stalwart defense presented by that garrison, the skill by which the Navy and Marine Corps team planned the successful assault and the precision, along with Army support, that accomplished it.

The seizure of Tinian has been called by Adm. Raymond A. Spruance “The most brilliantly conceived and executed amphibious operation in World War II.” Marine Lt. Gen. Holland M. Smith has described it as “the perfect amphibious operation of the Pacific War.” These accolades from the two most experienced amphibious commanders in United States military history should have brought considerable attention to the Tinian operation. Yet the opposite appears to be true. Because of the perceived ease of the operation, little attention has been paid to the seizure of Tinian.

The American studies of amphibious operations instead concentrate on those battles which were fiercely contested, where the success of the operation was often in doubt, and where the gallantry of the assault troops often carried the day. Typical of these are the assaults on Tarawa, Anzio, Iwo Jima, Omaha Beach and others. Certainly all of these deserve study. They were fiercely fought battles which led to the next step on the path to victory. Yet it is strange that other, more successful, assaults are less studied. Certainly Utah Beach, adjacent to the bloody shore of Omaha, deserves to be recognized not only for the small casualty rate but for the adaptability of the U.S. leadership who landed in the wrong place, adapted, and moved forward to achieve all objectives. Similarly, battles such as Tarawa and Iwo Jima, where the assaulting forces had no alternative but to land in the face of fierce enemy resistance, should be studied, for no doubt such scenarios will be encountered again. In the recent Gulf War, for example, there was a moment when a plan to have the Marines assault the heavily defended beaches of Kuwait was seriously considered.

The circumstances which made Tinian so successful have been noted and absorbed into American military planning. As early as Korea, where General Douglas MacArthur landed behind enemy lines while his main forces occupied the enemy at the Pusan Perimeter, is one example of the lessons learned being put to use. During the Persian Gulf War the scenario was even closer to Tinian than in Korea. In that assault U.S. Marines occupied the enemy attention by making amphibious assault demonstrations offshore while the Allied forces attacked with their main force on the enemy flank and rear.

So while the effects of the Tinian operation have been felt and turned into one of the existent American military policies, the battle that gave credence to such policies remains neglected. The unusual shore-to-shore landing, the highly effective intelligence gathered and the interpretation of that intelligence, as well as the acceptance of calculated risks in landing on beaches which by all rights should not have been possible under contemporary conditions, all contributed to the success at Tinian. And as usual in American military operations, the gallantry of the troops involved, in this case U.S. Marines who had just completed one of the fiercest battles of the Pacific War on Saipan, completed the picture of “the most perfect amphibious operation of the Pacific War.”

The island of Tinian is one of fourteen islands which make up the Mariana Island group. The Mariana Islands are a group of large islands lying approximately 3,500 miles west of Pearl Harbor and 1,400 miles southeast of Tokyo. Discovered and claimed for Spain by Ferdinand Magellan who landed on Guam in 1521, the islands remained under Spanish control for centuries. During those years little attention was paid to them. Ironically, only the island of Tinian changed hands during the early years, when British Admiral Lord George Anson ended a long raiding cruise by landing at Tinian on August 27th, 1742. Desperate for fresh food and vegetables after a cruise lasting several months, Admiral Anson landed with a small group of his sailors ready to do battle in order to survive.

There was no battle. Ashore, Anson found one solitary Spanish sergeant monitoring the jerking of beef by a work party drawn from the native population. Anson’s fortune went beyond the fact of finding an undefended enemy island, for Tinian had the only cattle in that part of the world. His starving crew would survive.

Anson and his men fell in love with Tinian. They found good water, cattle, hogs and poultry. Those suffering from scurvy enjoyed abundant oranges, limes, lemons and coconuts. They found the soil dry and healthy. Due to the sandy content of the soil the vegetation grew less thick than on other Pacific islands and so the oppressive jungle conditions common elsewhere did not exist on Tinian.

So attractive did Anson and his men find Tinian that they stayed for two months. Anson claimed the island for Britain, but could not enforce the claim. Only by capturing the capitol of the Marianas, the island of Guam, could that be accomplished. Admiral Anson had only one ship and a few men left by the time he reached Tinian, and so after a two-month vacation for himself and his men he left the island to the Spanish sergeant and his crew, and on October 21, 1742, sailed away to Macao.

The island of Tinian left behind by the English sailors lies at 145 degrees East Longitude, 15 degrees North Latitude. It is not mountainous, as are some of its neighboring islands, but open and generally flat. Small woods break the monotony of rectangular sugar cane fields, which became Tinian’s major product before the Second World War. The only elevations on Tinian are at the northern and southern ends, where small hill masses rise above the park-like terrain of the island. The two elevations at the northern end were known as Mount Maga and Mount Lasso, which rose 390 and 540 feet above sea level, respectively. An unnamed elevation in the southern part of the island rose 580 feet. The island is estimated at twelve and a quarter miles long and six miles wide. Its total area is approximately fifty square miles. A key terrain feature which would factor into the events of July 1944 was the all encompassing reef that surrounded the island. Only at one location, where by 1944 the natives and Japanese occupiers had established the one large village, did the reef break and provide suitable landing beaches for travelers. As the Americans would discover, this was not in fact the only break in the reef, but it had long been thought that this was the only possible landing area on the island.

The island of Tinian lies but three miles from the larger and more populous Saipan. In pre-European times Tinian housed a native population who centered themselves on two settlements, Sunhalom (present day San Jose) and Marpo. That these residents were prosperous is attested by the ruins left behind, though what led to their prosperity is unknown. The native population of the Mariana Islands were known as Chamorros. Despite the slowly increasing presence of European populations, they maintained to a large extent the pre-discovery social and economic customs of their ancestors. They lived in small villages, usually near the beach. The social organization was based on matrilineal clans and families in which children became part of the mother’s clan. Inheritance was established through the female line. Marriage was monogamous, but concubines were permitted, as was divorce. There existed a fairly rigid class system with taboos governing the lifestyles of nobles, commoners and outcasts.

Spanish missionaries visited Tinian from the more settled island of Guam and in 1668 found that the natives were engaged in a sort of civil war. The Sunhalom and Marpo clans were fighting amongst themselves but were eventually persuaded to settle peaceably by Spanish military intervention. Later, as the result of a revolt by Chamarros on Guam, many Tinian natives were forcibly removed to Guam for use as farmers. By 1695 Tinian was abandoned. Only work parties, such as the one encountered by Lord Anson in 1742, visited the island for the collection of meat and vegetables. Early in the nineteenth century a small post of one administrator and fifteen natives was maintained on the island to control the wild animal herds. As European civilization made its presence felt, the natives became Christian with the Roman Catholic Church predominant. The native language adopted many Spanish words and phrases. By the twentieth century the original Chamarro population had been so influenced by intermarriage, disease and inter-cultural adaptation that they could no longer be considered as still existent.

In 1869 the entire island was leased to an H. G. Johnson who hired hundreds of Caroline Island natives with the intention of establishing a program to provide beef and farm products for sale. This successful venture was cut short by Johnson’s death in 1875 and the Caroline Islanders relocated to Guam. Once again Tinian was deserted except for a few workers maintaining its herds.

Tinian remained Spanish until the Spanish-American War of 1898. During that war the American cruiser USS Charleston entered the harbor at Guam and claimed that island for the United States. Having taken heed of that lesson, Spain sold the remaining islands, including Tinian, to Germany at the war’s end. That regime lasted but briefly. At the outbreak of the First World War Japan quickly moved eastward and seized most of Germany’s possessions in the Pacific, including the Mariana Islands. Only Guam, which was a possession of the United States, remained untouched. At the end of the war the League of Nations mandated the Mariana Islands to Japan, with the exception of Guam, which remained with the United States. In the years between 1919 and the outbreak of the Second World War the Mariana Islands disappeared behind a curtain of Japanese intransigence. Like most of the Japanese Pacific mandates, Tinian was not to be visited by outsiders until uninvited American Marines came storming ashore in July of 1944.

The earlier neglect of Tinian all changed in 1926 when, under Japanese administration, the entire island was leased to a company known as Nanyo Kohatsu Kabushiki Kaisha for the purpose of developing the island as a sugar cane producer. The first sugar mill was operational by 1926 and houses for the many workers were going up at Medina, which was eventually called Tinian Town. By 1931 there were six thousand people living on Tinian, all engaged in various aspects of sugar cane production.

While the Spanish governing authorities had affected the native populations, the Japanese occupation was the most oppressive. Land was acquired, under protest, by new native Japanese workers brought from Japan to relieve overcrowding on the home islands. Various Japanese firms expanded the Mariana Islands economy so that by the years before war came to the islands, they were producing 80 tons of sugar, 700,000 gallons of alcohol and lesser amounts of coffee, manioc and copra. Educational opportunities were denied the native populations while in all other respects they were treated as second-class citizens. Indeed, so great was the Japanese presence in the Mariana Islands by the outbreak of World War II that the Japanese, Okinawa and Korean populations outnumbered considerably the native populations on each island. In 1936 some 15,380 Japanese, 31 Korean and 26 Chamorros resided on Tinian. And more ominously in 1939 came the first military project, a naval airfield later known as Ushi Point Airfield. In addition to a 4,750-foot runway, the complex included steel hangers, operations buildings, headquarters buildings and a bombproof power plant. Barracks and air raid shelters, and later in 1944 three more airfields, forecast a new role for Tinian, that of a Pacific bastion in the coming war between the Japanese and the Americans.
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THE DEFENDERS: THE JAPANESE GARRISON ON TINIAN



The Japanese forces defending Tinian in July of 1944 were placed there by a combination of bad timing and unlucky circumstances. Up until the moment that the United States Navy appeared offshore, those factors changed with such regularity that there was no clear plan of defense for Tinian, nor any specific units assigned to its defense. It was the arrival of the Americans that made those forces who happened to be on the island in June the default defensive garrison. At the start of the Mariana Islands Campaign the island of Tinian was under the command of the Northern Marianas Army Group headquartered at Saipan. As the American V Amphibious Corps conquered more of Saipan, Tinian was transferred, on July 7th, to the Southern Marianas Army Group which was headquartered on Guam. However, Allied command of the sea and air throughout the Marianas made these command assignments little more than paper transfers. The garrison of Tinian had been on its own since the U.S. Navy had appeared in the area. The destruction of Japanese naval air power at the Battle of the Philippine Sea in mid-June 1944 ensured that neither reinforcements nor transfer of troops would be possible.

The Tinian garrison was a mixed grouping of Imperial Japanese Army and Navy troops. The largest single unit was the 50th Infantry Regiment. Commanded by Colonel Keishi Ogata, the regiment had served in Manchuria between 1941 and 1944 before being transferred to Tinian in March of 1944. It was now a part of the 29th Infantry Division, the balance of which was about to be annihilated on Guam. The 50th Infantry Regiment was a standard Japanese infantry regiment consisting of three infantry battalions, one 75mm mountain artillery battery, and one company each of engineer, signal and medical troops. It also contained one antitank platoon armed with six 37mm guns. Attached to Colonel Ogata’s command was a divisional tank company equipped with twelve light tanks, a vehicle platoon and a detachment from the 29th Division Field Hospital. It was in organization very much like an American Regimental Combat Team of combined arms.

A chance occurrence reinforced the 50th Infantry Regiment with the 1st Battalion of the 135th Infantry Regiment. Although a permanent part of the Saipan garrison force, this battalion had been training in amphibious assault tactics on Tinian. When the Americans sailed into the Marianas and invaded Saipan this unit was stranded on Tinian, and came under Colonel Ogata’s command. Had the Americans been delayed in invading the Mariana Islands they would have met this unit on Saipan instead of Tinian. In fact, they might not have had to fight the 50th Infantry Regiment at all had there been a delay—it was under orders from Lt. Gen. Hideyoshi Obata, commanding the 31st Army, to move to and reinforce the garrison of Rota, another island in the Mariana chain of islands. The regiment was to have moved there on June 15, the date of the Saipan invasion. As a result, all of these plans came to nothing—with the arrival of the U.S. Navy three days earlier, the Imperial Japanese Army’s Tinian garrison was committed to its defense.

The Japanese Infantry Regiment of 1944 generally consisted of several components. Commanded by a colonel, it included a regimental headquarters that comprised a regimental supply train, a regimental signal company, a regimental infantry gun unit, a regimental antitank gun company, three infantry battalions and a pioneer or labor unit. The regimental headquarters consisted of about 55 officers and men who handled the staff issues for the regiment, including Operations, Training, Code, Ordnance, Medical, Veterinary and Color Bearer duties. The regimental pioneer or labor unit varied but generally numbered between one and two hundred officers and men. Its duties were general construction, demolition, and road construction. The regimental signal company consisted of a headquarters, a wire platoon and a radio or wireless platoon, with a total of 132 officers and men.

The regimental infantry gun company had a headquarters that controlled two gun platoons and an ammunition platoon. Depending upon resources, these men would be equipped with 75mm regimental infantry guns, antitank guns of either 37mm or 47mm caliber, or heavy short barreled 81mm mortars. At full strength it numbered about 122 officers and men. The regimental antitank company consisted of a headquarters, three firing platoons and an ammunition platoon. Its 115 officers and men controlled six antitank guns of either 37mm or 47mm caliber.

The crux of Colonel Ogata’s defense centered on the Japanese Army’s infantry battalion of the period. Although there were several variations during the course of the war, the standard Japanese infantry battalion of the period was commanded by a major and consisted of headquarters and train, four rifle companies, a machine gun company and a battalion gun platoon. Its full strength roster included 1,100 officers and enlisted men. Armed with 677 rifles, 36 grenade dischargers, 37 light machine guns, 8 or 12 heavy machine guns (7.7mm) and 2 battalion 70mm guns, it was especially formidable in the defense.

The Japanese Imperial Navy was also well represented on Tinian. The highest ranking Imperial Navy officer was Vice Adm. Kakuji Kakuda. Admiral Kakuda was unusual in many ways for a flag officer in the Japanese Navy. Physically, he was taller than six feet and weighed over two hundred pounds, in itself unusual. The other unusual fact about Admiral Kakuda was that he was an alcoholic. At the beginning of the Pacific War he was a rear admiral commanding the 3rd Naval Air Base covering the Balikpapan and Bandjermasin (Borneo) invasions. In early 1942 he was the commander of the 2nd Carrier Division Striking Force during the attack on Dutch Harbor, Aleutian Islands. His force supported the Kiska landings. As the commander of the 2nd Carrier Division he led the aircraft carriers Junyo, Zuiho and Hiyo in the battles around Guadalcanal and the Battle of Santa Cruz Islands, after which he was promoted to vice admiral. With this promotion came assignment to the 1st Air Fleet on Tinian.

His command failed to effectively support the Japanese Mobile Fleet during the Battle of the Philippines Sea, or “Marianas Turkey Shoot” in which the bulk of Japanese naval aviation, including the 1st Air Fleet under Admiral Kakuda, was destroyed. As a result he was left with little to command and, combined with his disease, he had little inclination to take command of the Tinian defenses. Although the senior officer on Tinian, he never attempted to assume command or intercede in any defensive matters. Instead, he spent his time making fruitless efforts to escape the island. After failing for three consecutive nights to make a rendezvous with a Japanese submarine, and barely escaping with his life when his party in rubber boats was discovered by American patrol boats, he retired to a cave on the east coast of Tinian and was never heard from again.1 Colonel Ogata, the island’s next senior officer, assumed undisputed command over Tinian’s garrison.

Colonel Ogata’s command was undisputed but not especially welcomed by the naval contingent of that garrison. The major unit of the Imperial Japanese Navy on Tinian was the 56th Keibitai, or Naval Guard Force. Commanded by Captain Goichi Oya, this force apparently did not know it was under Army command, although its commander certainly did. Rather than embarrass the Navy, Captain Oya chose not to inform his men that the orders he gave originated with the Army commander.

The 56th Keibitai was essentially a base defense force. Similar in many ways to the U.S. Army and marine Corps Base Defense Battalions, it consisted of 1,400 naval soldiers and 600 laborers. Although armed with individual weapons, the real power of the Naval Guard Force lay in its “fixed artillery” and antiaircraft weapons employed in a ground defense role. The artillery consisted of three British manufactured 6-inch coast defense guns which Japan had purchased from Britain before the First World War. In addition there were ten 140mm coast defense weapons, ten 120mm dual purpose and four 76.2mm dual purpose guns set to defend Tinian. The Keibitai also manned twenty-four 25mm antiaircraft guns, six 7cm antiaircraft guns, and three 12cm dual purpose guns. These last weapons, manned by Imperial Naval Special Landing Forces and commonly known as Japanese Marines, had wreaked havoc on marines of the 2nd Marine Division assaulting Tarawa the previous year. Yet another effective weapon was the thousands of mines laid along the beaches by the Keibitai’s Coastal Security Force. This unit also manned small coastal patrol boats offshore for security.

The naval contingent was reinforced by several small air detachments stranded on Tinian when the Americans arrived. Technically under the command of the Navy’s 1st Air Fleet commanded by Admiral Kakuda, they were untrained in infantry tactics but would add numbers to the defense.

There was one more defensive force on Tinian. The Japanese had organized civilian defense forces on the island. These groups were known as the Civilian Militia, the Home Guard Organization, and the Youth Organization. As could be expected, these groups were completely ineffective. The immediate concern of the men in these groups was for the safety of their families, and at the first salvo they all took to caves and shelters. So ineffective were these groups that many of the prisoners interrogated after the battle were unaware of their existence.

There was one additional group that undoubtedly provided aid and comfort to the Tinian garrison, but which is usually overlooked. On Tinian there were about sixty “Comfort Women.” These were members of an official prostitution organization sponsored by the Imperial Armed Forces. The organization consisted of Japanese volunteers and women of conquered nations who were often deceived or coerced into the business. The actual handling of the businesses was done by civilian contractors who gathered the women, often with the direct aid of the military, and then set up prostitution houses at various military bases. On Tinian the “Comfort Women” were all Japanese and therefore probably volunteers who hoped to gather enough funds to return home and start up a small business. “They were housed in three mat-sized rooms, in three barrack buildings. Here they had every Sunday off. Officers were rostered on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, and men on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.”2 They also attended officers’ parties and, as happened in other battles of the Pacific War, acted as nurses during combat. None survived the Tinian campaign.

It was not unusual, even at this stage of the war, for the Imperial Japanese Army and Navy to refuse to cooperate with each other in joint operations. Indeed, it was a factor which repeatedly surfaced in the Pacific War and contributed in no small measure to American successes. This was the case on Tinian, as well. Although Captain Oya secretly accepted instructions from Colonel Ogata, he took pains not to let that information seep down to his men. In addition, apparently due to the obvious lack of enthusiasm exhibited by Captain Oya, while Colonel Ogata dispersed his forces to repel the coming assault, the Navy was permitted to disperse themselves as they pleased.

Colonel Ogata was not an innovative commander. He still maintained the Japanese Army’s standard defensive tactic for amphibious assaults—defense at the water’s edge. Although that tactic had repeatedly been proven ineffective against the American amphibious machine, it was still official Japanese policy. He had heard via radio communications of the defense that had so recently failed on Saipan, and had little illusions as to the effect his own, much smaller, force would have on a similar attack. Yet he perceived that he had an advantage because of Tinian’s all-encompassing reef, which would provide very few landing sites. In his defense plan issued to his troops on June 28, 1944 he indicated only two areas which could accommodate the Americans—the beaches at Tinian Town or the Asiga Bay area, directly across the island from the capital. His plan did mention the tiny northern beaches which would come to be known to the Americans as the White Beaches, but these beaches he dismissed as capable of holding no more than a diversionary force. As a result of his evaluation he positioned a small force behind these beaches to repel any such diversion. His plan actually only recognized the future White Beach 2, ignoring completely White Beach 1. A small force was stationed in the area in the usual trenches, pillboxes, and dugouts, but only a fraction of the heavier weapons available to the garrison was sent north, including one 37mm antitank gun, a 47mm antitank gun and two 7.7mm machine guns.

Colonel Ogata, however, concentrated the bulk of his forces on the areas he believed were the only choices for the Americans to come ashore. He established three defensive sectors. The first and largest included the Mount Lasso area, where he established his headquarters, and Tinian Town. The second secured the area at Asiga Bay and the northern airfields, including Ushi Point Airfield. Each of these received a full battalion of the 50th Infantry reinforced with engineers. The third, or western, sector comprised the area which included the White Beaches. Here Colonel Ogata stationed the 3rd Company, 1st Battalion, 50th Infantry and an antitank squad. The rest of this battalion was the colonel’s reserve force and was held in the mount Lasso area under his direct command. His primary Mobile Counterattack Force was the 1st Battalion, 135th Infantry which he held in a central position between Tinian Town and Asiga Bay. Knowing that he had to react swiftly to the initial landings, he ordered his commanders to be prepared to move two-thirds of their forces to any part of the island on a moment’s notice. Finally he established a Mobile Artillery Force which included twelve 75mm mountain guns and some 70mm guns drawn from the infantry battalions. The artillery group would join with the 18th Infantry Regiment’s Tank Company to attack any landing effort.

Colonel Ogata instructed Captain Oya to have his naval personnel man the beach defense guns and guard the airfields. These beach defense positions included positions at Ushi Point, Faibus San Hilo Point and overlooking Asiga Bay and Tinian Town. At these locations the heavier weapons of the Naval Guard Force had been previously placed. In addition they manned beach defense positions, usually pillboxes, at these same locations.3

Colonel Ogata’s force was experienced, trained and well equipped by Japanese standards. He was convinced that his enemies could only land at one or two locations on his island, and this gave him an advantage that would offset the small size of his defensive force. Many of his troops had new weapons, recently issued. He had an impressive array of heavy weapons for a reinforced regiment. He knew that a much larger force on Saipan had failed to stop these enemies only a few days earlier, but Colonel Ogata had little choice. He would defend his island at the water’s edge and if that failed, withdraw into the interior of the island and continue the fight until the inevitable end. Despite the communications from Saipan before it fell, Colonel Ogata could not be sure of exactly what forces the Americans would throw at him, nor when they could come. He only knew that they would come, and soon.
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The Americans who were coming were United States Marines. The 4th Marine Division was a recent addition to the Corps, having been activated August 16, 1943 at Camp Pendleton, California. The 23rd Marines (Infantry) Regiment was detached on February 15, 1943 from the 3rd Marine Division and used to form a nucleus of this new division. A new regiment, the 24th Marines (Infantry) was activated on March 26, 1943 and added to the division. The third infantry regiment, the 25th Marines, was formed on may 1, 1943 from a cadre supplied by the 23rd Marines. The division’s artillery regiment, the 14th Marines, was formed from a cadre supplied by the 3rd Marine Division’s artillery regiment, 12th Marine Regiment, on June 1, 1943. The division’s engineer and pioneer battalions were drawn from the 19th Marines of the 3rd Marine Division. All these units except the 24th Marines initially trained at Camp Lejeune, New River, North Carolina. The 24th Marines and the new 4th Tank Battalion trained at Camp Joseph H. Pendleton, Oceanside, California. By September 10, 1943 the last of the division’s units, the 25th Marines, sailed through the Panama Canal and completed the division at Camp Pendleton.

After thorough training in all phases of amphibious warfare, the 4th Marine Division embarked for the Pacific. As a new unit eager to establish some credit for itself amongst those veteran units it was joining, the men pointed out that they were the first to sail directly from the United States to a combat landing. Assigned to the V Amphibious Corps, the division stopped briefly at Hawaii for command consultations before sailing off to the Marshall Islands. Here they assaulted the northern islets of Kwajalein while the Army’s 7th Infantry Division seized the southern portion of the atoll. This attack was brief but successful, and despite some errors common to troops new to combat, the campaign went well. At a cost of 750 battle casualties, the division had killed or captured over 3,750 enemy troops and seized vital air bases on Roi-Namur.

The division returned to Hawaii between February and March of 1944. The last of the units to return, the 25th Marines and Company D of the 4th Tank Battalion, had remained behind as garrison troops at Kwajalein while others participated in the assault landing of Eniwetok. The next few months were spent in training and absorbing replacements. Then, once again, on May 30, the division sailed from Hawaii into an assault landing. Still a part of the V Amphibious Corps, the division landed on Saipan alongside the 2nd Marine Division. The initial landing was strongly opposed and the campaign lasted for just over one month. The division was pulled out of the line after mopping up Japanese remnants on July 16, 1944, and set about preparing for the next landing at nearby Tinian. Having suffered 5,981 combat casualties, the division was under strength and its men described as “bone-weary” but nevertheless they mounted out for the assault. Although they had been late in coming to the Pacific war they were making up for it. Indeed, by the war’s end only the 1st Marine Division, of all Army and Marine divisions in the Pacific, would suffer more combat casualties than the 4th Marine Division, and only the 24th Infantry Division would participate in more (5) campaigns.

Alongside the 4th Marine Division was the better known 2nd Marine Division. The 2nd Marine Division had been activated on February 1, 1941. It traced some of its roots back to World War I on the basis of the 6th Marine Regiment’s participation at Belleau Wood and subsequent American battles of that war. Originally the 2nd Marine Brigade—the same designation as at Belleau Wood—the 6th and 8th Marine Regiment along with the 10th Marine (Artillery) Regiment, was expanded to form the 2nd Marine Division with the addition of the 2nd Marine Regiment. The division’s training schedule at Camp Elliot, California was interrupted repeatedly by the call for cadres to form new units in the rapidly expanding Marine Corps of 1941. Then, in June of 1941, the division was ordered to send the 6th Marine Regimental Combat Team to Iceland to assist the British in defense of that island.
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The truncated division continued to train new Marines, most of whom were siphoned off to new units. During this phase the 8th Marine Regiment acquired a reserve battalion to fill its ranks and a new nickname as well. It seems this reserve battalion had provided “extras” for Hollywood war films and so had earned the nickname “Hollywood Marines,” a sobriquet which was soon extended to the entire 8th Marine Regiment. Marines of the 2nd engineer Battalion were the first to see combat when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. The battalion was another detached unit of the division that was in Hawaii at the time.

The 8th Marines were the first to depart the United States, sent to Samoa to garrison and defend that island against expected Japanese attack. Meanwhile the 2nd Marine Regiment was left behind to guard the California coast. Much to its chagrin, it too acquired a nickname, and became known as the “Home Guard” Second by the rest of the division. But the 2nd Marine Regiment was to get even very quickly when late in June it was formed into a combat team and detached from the 2nd Marine Division and secretly sailed into the Pacific to join the 1st Marine Division, with the ultimate destination Guadalcanal.

Landing at Tulagi and Gavutu early on the morning of August 7th 1942, the 2nd Marines were the first Marines to attack Japanese bases, the first to suffer casualties, and the first to overcome a fanatical Japanese defense. Over the course of the next six months all major combat and most support units of the division fought on Guadalcanal, although because of military protocol, division headquarters never formally participated in the campaign. This campaign drained the division and weakened the men. After being withdrawn the division rehabilitated in New Zealand where the Marines of the 2nd Marine Division formed many lasting attachments.

The idyllic life in New Zealand lasted until early November 1943 when the division was pulled out and sent to attack Tarawa Atoll in the Gilbert Islands. The assault was bloody, vicious but brief. It was here that the 2nd Marine Division earned its undying fame for continuing the assault in the face of overwhelming odds. The heavy casualties, some 3,300 suffered by the Marines, became political issues at home, and once again the division was pulled out for a rest, this time to Hawaii. After several months of rest, rehabilitation and absorbing replacements, the 2nd Marine Division, like its sister 4th Marine Division, set sail for Saipan.

The Saipan operation found the 2nd Marine Division on the left flank where it took a pounding from enemy weapons, armored counterattacks, and banzai charges. The division left behind 300 officers and 5,870 men as battle casualties on Saipan before loading for Tinian.

These were the men and organizations which were about to confront Colonel Ogata and his reinforced 50th Infantry Regiment.
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WHY TINIAN?



Colonel Ogata never questioned that the Americans would soon come to seize his island. Yet at first glance the need for Tinian was not obvious. Indeed, when after the First World War American planners prepared a series of war plans in the event of a war between the Empire of Japan and the United States, later known as the War Plan Orange, they thought of both Saipan and Tinian as merely possible support bases to a fleet assault on the Philippines. Due to the paltry harbors offered at Guam, Saipan and Tinian, these were viewed only as possible base sites for small flank guards while the main fleet advanced across the Pacific.1

However, as the years passed more and more developments in the field of military weapons gradually increased the importance of the Mariana Islands. By 1935 the Army had a long-range bomber (the future B-17) coming into service with others in the planning stage. These planned bombers could be based in the Mariana Islands and strike Japan should the need arise. Rumors of large Japanese military concentrations on these islands further drew American interest to them. Despite growing interest in the Mariana Islands as a primary rather than a minor objective, all of the Orange War Plans, and the subsequent Rainbow Plans, left them at the outskirts of the planned main battle action.

This all changed once the war broke out. The Orange and Rainbow plans had originally considered that the United States would have but one enemy, Japan. Now faced with a two-front war and with the need to work closely with its Allies, the pre-war plans had to be redrawn to adapt to existing conditions. Political considerations determined that the United States would direct its primary attentions to the European conflict against Germany and Italy. The war in the Pacific would remain defensive until the war against Germany succeeded sufficiently enough to allow forces to be diverted to the Pacific.

Events quickly altered even these latest plans. Japan’s swift and dangerous victories in the Pacific caused the United States to address their advance earlier than planned. A threat to another ally, Australia, thrust the United States into an offensive war in the South Pacific. Once committed, it became clear that offensive warfare needed to be maintained in order to avoid surrendering the initiative to Japan. Still another factor was the interest of the United States Navy in the Pacific. Clearly the war in Europe was going to be an Army war, with its vast land area to be conquered. The Pacific, on the other hand, would be primarily a sea war, with vast ocean areas to be conquered. Fleet Adm. Ernest J. King, senior U.S. Navy Commander, quickly focused on this aspect of the war and convinced the Joint Chiefs of Staff to have the Navy, with Army help, conduct a Central Pacific Campaign. The U.S. Army, already heavily committed in Europe and the Southwest Pacific, would be hard pressed to comply and so the Navy would use mainly its own resources, including an enlarged U.S. Marine Corps, to achieve its Central Pacific objectives.
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Admiral Ernest Joseph King commanded the United States Navy during the war and as such directed the Naval and Marine Corps forces assigned to the Central Pacific Theater of Operations. National Archives and Records Administration





But it would be the Army, particularly the Army Air Forces, which would make the Mariana Islands a primary objective of the Navy’s Central Pacific drive. By 1943 they had developed a Very Long Range Bomber (B29) which could bomb the home islands of Japan from much greater distances than pre-war aircraft. These could strike Japan from as far away as China or the Mariana Islands, though trials flying from China proved unsatisfactory. Hence the islands swiftly moved from a subsidiary operation to a main target. As if to ensure their place in the war, the Army’s drive towards the Philippines in the Southwest Pacific Theater of Operations, under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, would need flank protection which could best be provided by the capture of the Mariana Islands.

The Navy also had strategic goals for a campaign in the Mariana Islands. It had been practicing the concept known as “island hopping,” which entailed seizing strategic islands while bypassing those without strategic or tactical value to the continued advance towards the Japanese mainland. In this regard the recent seizure of the Gilbert Islands and a plan to bypass the Caroline Islands required a blocking force to cut off the supply route to those bypassed Caroline Islands. The Mariana Islands were well suited to accomplish this goal. In addition, the Navy was still interested in drawing out the remaining main Japanese fleet for a major battle to decide naval supremacy in the Pacific. It was widely believed that an attack on the Mariana Islands, known to be considered by Japan as a “final defensive line,” would force the Imperial Japanese Navy to come out to defend the islands. And so it happened that these islands, originally thought of only as possible minor objectives to be used as a flank guard for a fleet advance across the Pacific, moved to a major assault target to protect and enable U.S. Army forces to achieve their objectives in the Philippines and in the air war against Japan. It also fit in nicely with the objectives of the U.S. Navy—it advanced the Central Pacific drive while at the same time, could provoke the main Japanese fleet into an engagement that would decide naval supremacy in the Pacific.

The divergent interests having come together, Admiral King attended the next major strategic planning conference with confidence. At a meeting with the British and American political and military leadership held in Cairo in December 1943, known as Sextant, he and his supporters successfully convinced the planners that an operation to seize the Mariana Islands was necessary. As a result, the conference approved an operation for “the seizure of Guam and the Japanese Marianas” with a tentative date of October 1, 1944.2

Planning, which had been tentative, now began in earnest. Adm. Chester W. Nimitz, who commanded the Navy’s Pacific operations, set a schedule for a number of operations which now included the Mariana Islands. As the war continued, many of these planned operations were eliminated from the list, either because their importance was no longer what it had been or because other objectives had replaced them. As a result, the Mariana Islands operation moved up the calendar until it was scheduled for the summer of 1944.

Preliminary operations and all preparations having been completed, the operation to seize certain selected islands in the Mariana Islands chain was now scheduled for June 15th, 1944. Known as Operation Forager, it targeted only three of the islands. These were Guam, Saipan and Tinian—three of the four biggest islands in the chain.3 Each island contained one or more features which made them attractive to the American military planners. Guam was selected for its better, although not perfect, harbor facilities and land mass which could accommodate both airfields and large headquarters and supply bases. Saipan was also selected for those same reasons, while Tinian was picked for the large and mainly flat land mass which could accommodate large airfields of the type needed for the Very Long Range Bomber. Tinian’s proximity to Saipan, which would enable any enemy garrison to seriously harass American forces on that island, also sealed its fate.

Having selected the specific targets, the forces that would be used to seize these objectives was next on the agenda. Admiral Nimitz selected one of his most trusted senior officers, Adm. Raymond A. Spruance, to command the operation. Admiral Spruance’s Fifth Fleet would provide the ships to protect the assault and supply the troops. The actual landing force was to be commanded by Vice Adm. Richmond Kelly turner. This force would provide the transport, close support and supply vessels for the assault. Known as Task Force 51 (TF51), it was already an experienced force with several successful operations behind it. The third component of the assaulting force was the ground assault troops. This was the V Amphibious Corps under the command of Lt. Gen. Holland M. Smith, USMC. Another officer with long experience in amphibious warfare, he commanded one Army and two Marine divisions for the assault on Saipan and Tinian. A separate command, the III Amphibious Corps under Maj. Gen. Roy S. Geiger, USMC, would seize Guam. General Smith would oversee this operation as well.

Each of General Smith’s major forces were experienced. The 2nd Marine Division was commanded by Maj. Gen. Thomas Watson and had fought most recently at Tarawa where despite tremendous odds, it had succeeded in seizing that atoll. The 4th Marine Division had fought in the Marshall Islands campaign and was still commanded by Maj. Gen. Harry Schmidt. In reserve was the U.S. Army’s 27th Infantry Division commanded by Maj. Gen. Ralph Smith. Originally a New York State National Guard unit, it had been overseas garrisoning Hawaii before participating in the Gilbert and Marshall Islands operations. Because the organic V Amphibious Corps Artillery was then assigned to General MacArthur’s operations, the Army’s XXIV Corps Artillery would substitute as V Amphibious Corps Artillery in the Mariana Islands operation. Overall the assault force was more than qualified for the upcoming operations.

The two Marine divisions led the assault on Saipan on June 15th as planned. Faced with fierce opposition, the two divisions battled for possession of the island. In Japan, attention which had focused on General MacArthur’s Southwest Pacific drive then assaulting Biak,4 now turned rapidly to the new American threat in the Mariana Islands. After several modifications, the Mariana Islands had been included in a line known to the Japanese as the inner defense line. Any American attack on this line was viewed as a threat that must be defeated by all the resources available to the Japanese. Now those islands were under direct attack by an obviously potent American force. This threat demanded the activation of the Japanese current defensive plan, known as “A-GO.”5 That plan called for a decisive fleet action in the western Pacific area, probably around the Western Caroline Islands. Here the Japanese hoped to combine their carrier-borne aircraft and land-based planes to decisively defeat the American fleet, enabling them to gain time to recover their resources and establish a line which the enemy could not break. As a part of this plan, home-based aircraft of the 1st Air Fleet were moved forward to islands of the inner defensive line, including Tinian. There, under the command of Admiral Kakuda, they were to destroy at least one-third of the enemy air power before the Japanese aircraft carriers appeared, to ensure the destruction of the remaining American aircraft and ships.
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