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Background.  The Marianas Islands are located 1500 miles southeast of Japan.  The Japanese fortified them after they were taken from Germany following World War I.  They occupy a key position in Japan’s inner defense belt (see map below).

[image: image1.png]1600 km

0 1000
The Japanese Emp

1942
L]

Wake s,

Palauls, Carofine slands.

GilbertIsfands

> s\ Solomon fslands.

w_u‘d.





Operation Forager, the US invasion of the Marianas Islands in the summer of 1944, called for two strategic thrusts across the Pacific:

· General MacArthur and Army forces – advancing generally northwest out of Australia in the southwest Pacific, push toward the Philippines

· Admiral Nimitz and Navy-Marine Corps forces – driving west out of Hawaii in the central Pacific, conduct “island hopping” campaign toward Japan

Navy-Marine Corps forces have captured the Gilbert and Marshall Islands, but the decision is made to bypass the Caroline Islands and go straight to the Marianas because

· B-29 bombers based on Saipan and Tinian could initiate long-range air attacks against Japan

· Access to the Marianas’ air and naval bases would allow US forces to challenge the large, potent Japanese Navy that still exists

· Command of the sea throughout the central Pacific would

· Hinder Japanese sea lines of communication throughout the theater

· Reduce resistance faced by MacArthur in the southwest Pacific

· Allied possession of the Marianas would isolate the Caroline Islands, control of which was essential to MacArthur’s upcoming invasion of the Philippines

· Further amphibious operations against Japan could be launched from the Marianas

Of all the islands in the Marianas, only Guam, Saipan, and Tinian are large enough to accommodate air and naval bases:

· Guam features large air and naval bases and an adequate water supply and is a former US territory.  It will be seized after Saipan and Tinian

· Tinian contains the largest airfield in the central Pacific.  (The first atomic attack in history was later launched from this facility.)  Tinian will be taken concurrently with Saipan.

· Saipan holds air and naval bases, is closest to Japan, and will be taken first.

Planning.

Command Relationships.

· CATF:  Rear Admiral R. K. Turner

· CLF:  Major General H. M. Smith

· Landing force:  2d and 4th Marine Divisions with the 27th Infantry Division (Army, NY National Guard) in reserve

Scheme of Maneuver.

· Naval gunfire and sea-based air bombardment

· Two divisions abreast across 800-meter front and one division in reserve

· Amphibious tractors bypass enemy on beach and move inland 1500 meters before debarking troops to protect the beachhead

· Follow-on troops

· Destroy the enemy on the beaches

· Provide for flow of supplies

· Reserve forces land and help seize remaining portions of island

Challenges.

· Cloud cover limited aerial photography

· Inaccurate maps

· Published Japanese doctrine and Allied experience helped with EMPCOA but had insufficient information about Japanese defensive SOM

D-Day set for 15 June 1944.  The attack on Tinian will be conducted simultaneously.

Embarkation.  All landing force units stage in Hawaii and embark on ships at Pearl Harbor.  Assault units transfer at Eniwetok to tank landing ships carrying amphibious tractors.

The sheer size of the operation (209 ships for Saipan; 326, Tinian to south) presents challenges.  An effort is made to keep Marine and Army supplies separated, leading to embarkation difficulties for load planners.

Participating Army unit has little to no experience with amphibious operations.

Rehearsals.  Prior to embarkation, all landing force elements conduct full-scale, live-fire rehearsals in Hawaii, including air and naval gunfire.

Movement.  The amphibious task force formed in the central Pacific is the largest yet assembled during the war.  Combat loading completed en route at Eniwetok.  Submarine, carrier, and battleship escorts ensure uncontested movement of the task force to the objective area.

Assault.

Available Intelligence.

· Islands have been closed to the West since World War I.

· Saipan is roughly 72 square miles (see map on next page):

· 14 miles long

· 6.5 miles wide

· Aerial reconnaissance reveals

· Semi-jungle vegetation

· Steep, jagged hills

· A large coral reef

· Material captured in Marshall Islands leads to an enemy strength of 15,000 to 18,000 (after the operation, the count indicated approximately 29,662 combatant Japanese on Saipan on D-Day)

· Navy swimmers report no underwater obstacles
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Concept of Operations.  The 2d Marine Division (2d MarDiv) will land north of Charan Kanoa and drive inland to take Mount Tipo Pale and Mount Tapotchau, forming a blocking position oriented northward.

The 4th Marine Division (4th MarDiv) will land south of Charan Kanoa and proceed inland to capture Aslito Airfield.

The 27th Infantry Division will remain as the floating reserve.

Two Marine regiments will conduct amphibious demonstration toward Garapan.

General Smith plans to add depth to the beachhead by having assault wave amphibian tractors penetrated 1500 yards inland before off-loading troops.

Execution.

Fire Support.

· Air attacks:  11-13 June 1944

· Naval gunfire:  13-14 June 1944

Phase I:  15-19 June (see map below).  Preliminary bombardments accomplished little, so assault waves meet strong resistance.
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Most assault troops dismount amphibian tractors on the beach.  2d MarDiv lands 900 yards north of assigned beaches, producing a gap between divisions.  4th MarDiv lands and drives east 1000 yards.

On 16 June,

· 2d MarDiv drives south

· 4th MarDiv drives east

· The reserve is committed to take

· Aslito Airfield

· Nafutan Point

Phase I ends with linkup between 2d and 4th Marine Divisions and the southern quarter of Saipan in American hands.

Phase II:  20 June-1 July.

· 2d MarDiv drives north toward Garapan

· 4th MarDiv moves north then east into the Kagman Peninsula

· The 27th Infantry Division attacks the main Japanese defenses near Mount Tapotchau

The Army division makes little progress in three days of fighting, so General Smith relieves its commanding general.  Army units make breakthrough on 27 June.

By 1 July, US forces are holding a line

· From Garapan

· Through the high ground of Mounts Tipo Pale and Tapotchau

· To the Kagman Peninsula

Phase III:  2-9 July.  The three divisions advance north toward the Tanapag Plain.  2d MarDiv moves into the reserve.

On 7 July, the Japanese launch a final night banzai counterattack and penetrate lines of the 27th Infantry Division.  The next day, 2d MarDiv forces

· Relieve the Army units

· Complete the northward drive

9 July, 4th MarDiv reaches Marpi Point, and Admiral Turner announces Saipan secured.

The Assessment.

· Pierced the first hole in the Japanese inner perimeter

· Gained naval superiority (submarine range to Japanese home waters reduced by one half)

· US long-range bombers in striking range of mainland Japan

US Casualties.

· 3144 killed in action

· 10,952 wounded in action

· 128 missing in action

Lessons Learned.

· Intelligence requirements, value of communications assets

· Role of time and tempo

· Bunker and cave busting techniques

· Large-scale embarkation and ship-to-shore movement

· Value of fire support
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