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The northern portion of Charan Kanoa, Saipan’s second largest town, lies in ruins after the battle; the rubble has been cleared from the streets. In the upper right portion can be seen the steel smoke stack of the sugar refinery. A Japanese artillery observer spotted from there until he was discovered days into the fighting. The spit of land to the left of the refinery is the boat dock.
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While Saipan’s coast defense guns were mounted in concrete casemates, most of the infantry defenses were crude owing to limited time and materials. This thatch-covered section of trench offered protection only from the sun and rain.


INTRODUCTION

By the summer of 1944 the Allied counteroffensive in the Pacific was in full swing. The Solomon and Bismarck Islands in the South Pacific had long been secured, as had eastern New Guinea by General Douglas MacArthur’s Southwest Pacific forces. In the Central Pacific, the Gilbert Islands had been cleared the previous year and the Marshalls had been seized. Some bypassed Japanese garrisons remained in these areas, but they were slowly being bombed and starved into submission and posed no threat. The great Japanese naval and air bases at Rabaul on New Britain and Truk in the Marshalls had been neutralized, giving the US Third and Fifth Fleets free rein in the Central Pacific. In September 1943, the Imperial General Headquarters (IGHQ) established Japan’s outer defense line running from the Dutch East Indies, through eastern New Guinea, the Carolines, Marshalls, and Marianas. However, the thrust into the Marshalls had already penetrated this line. Beginning in April–May 1944 the Allies conducted several landings on the north coast of New Guinea. In the Central Pacific, the Marianas would be the next Allied objective.

ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

Long-range planning for the Pacific War was directed through a series of high-level conferences between the US president, the British prime minister, occasionally other heads of state, and the chiefs of staff of the combined armed forces. The January 1943 Casablanca Conference, while establishing basic objectives for the war in the Pacific, did not include the Mariana Islands among them. The same applied to the May “Trident” Conference. Objectives in the Central Pacific were expanded, but still the Marianas were not specifically included. At both conferences the Navy had argued the importance of seizing the Marianas making full use of its growing fleets, both for liberating the Philippines and for the invasion of Japan, but this was ignored. At the same time General MacArthur remained totally focused on this Southwest Pacific drive with the objective of seizing the Philippines via New Guinea. He opposed a major thrust through the Central Pacific fearing that it would siphon resources from his efforts. Ironically, it would be one of the Navy’s strongest opponents that ultimately urged that the road to Tokyo should be driven through the Central Pacific. The Air Force’s new long-range bomber, the B-29, was now being deployed. The only operating bases within range of Japan were in China. This forced the Superfortresses to fly to their maximum range and still allowed them to reach targets in only parts of Japan. The logistics of transporting ordnance, fuel, spare parts, and all the other necessary supplies into China from India was a major difficulty. The Air Force pointed out that airbases in the Marianas would place Japan within the bombers’ range and could be easily supplied by ships direct from the United States. With the Navy and Air Force joining forces at the December 1943 Cairo Conference (“Sextant”), they successfully argued that a two-prong attack through the Central Pacific and the Philippines would more effectively achieve the defeat of Japan. This would secure objectives from which they could conduct intensive air bombardment and establish a sea and air blockade against Japan, and from which an invasion of Japan proper could be launched if necessary. The Central Pacific Operation Plan, “Granite II”, was completed on 27 December 1943 with a tentative date for seizing Saipan, Tinian, and Guam of 15 November 1944.

[image: images]

This machine-gun position was constructed of limestone rocks, blended into the surrounding terrain, and well camouflaged with brush. Most of the flamethrower-scorched brush had been pulled away to reveal the position. Such positions were well camouflaged and too small for naval gunfire spotters to detect and had to be reduced by infantrymen.

In war, plans change once a campaign is under way and “Granite” was no exception. It was kicked off exactly on schedule with the 31 January 1944 assault on Kwajalein in the Marshalls. The speedy success of this operation freed reserves to seize Eniwetok two months early, in February rather than May. At the same time MacArthur again attempted to sell his plan and even convinced some on Admiral Chester Nimitz’s Pacific Fleet staff that the New Guinea and Philippine route was more favorable and that a drive through the Central Pacific was unnecessary. When presented to Admiral Ernest King, Chief of Naval Operations, he chastised Nimitz for failing to stay the course. The Marianas assault was moved forward two weeks. In mid-February the formidable Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) bastion at Truk in the central Marshalls, the “Gibraltar of the Pacific,” was neutralized by sea and air. This suddenly opened the way to the Marianas. MacArthur too was able to step up his operations and quickly seized the Admiralty Islands at the end of February. The Washington Planning Conference in February and March 1944 set the schedule for the remainder of the Pacific War. Of the six phases identified by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, number 4 was, “Establishment of control of the Marianas–Carolines–Palau area by Nimitz’s forces by neutralizing Truk; by occupying the southern Marianas, target date 15 June 1944; and by occupying the Palaus, target date 15 September 1944.”

Seizing only Guam would have both satisfied the political need to expunge the US defeat in 1941 and provided a base for the airfields from which to bomb Japan. Saipan and Tinian could have been neutralized by naval and air power. However, it was thought better to destroy the significant enemy forces on these islands and to develop airbases on the more favorable terrain. In addition Saipan and Tinian were 100 miles (161km) closer to Japan than Guam.

To support operational planning, up-to-date intelligence was required. Navy aircraft took the first aerial photos of Saipan and Tinian in February, but clouds prevented full coverage. Additional missions in April filled the gaps. Photo update missions were flown in May. In April a submarine photographed the shorelines of both islands, but no reconnaissance teams attempted to infiltrate the island.

THE MARIANA ISLANDS

The Mariana Islands chain (“Gateway”) is known to the Japanese as Mariana Shoto. The Marianas’ 15 islands run north to south in a shallow curving chain 425 miles (684km) long, some 300 miles (483km) due north of the West Caroline Islands. Pearl Harbor is 3,400 miles (5,471km) to the east, Tokyo 1,260 miles (2,028km) to the north-northwest, and Manila 1,500 miles (2,414km) to the west. Some 500 miles (805km) to the northwest is Iwo Jima, the next stepping-stone to Tokyo.

Direct US involvement with the islands began on 21 June 1898, during the Spanish–American War, when the cruiser USS Charleston landed a Marine detachment on Guam and accepted the governor’s surrender. The island was soon a US possession. In 1899 the remainder of the Marianas, Marshalls, and Carolines were purchased from Spain by Germany. In October 1914, after the beginning of World War I, the Japanese seized the islands.

In December 1920 Japan was granted a mandate by the League of Nations to govern the former German possessions, effective 1 April 1922. In December 1914 the Japanese established the “South Seas Defense Force” to garrison what became known simply as the Japanese Mandate. In 1935 Japan declared the Mandate closed to Westerners after serving its mandatory two-year notice to the League of Nations, from which it withdrew. It was not long before the popular press began referring to the Mandate as “Japan’s islands of mystery.”

Japan activated the 4th Fleet on 15 November 1939 to defend the Mandate with amphibious and light forces. Each of the three main island groups was provided with an independent defense system centered on Jaluit, Truk, and Saipan. The defense strategy was to marshal, service, and supply 4th Fleet air and naval forces as they launched raids and small-scale operations out of range of Allied bases and reconnaissance aircraft. This would buy time as the Combined Fleet sortied to meet the approaching US fleet and defeat it in the long-desired decisive engagement.

Saipan

Saipan (“Tattersalls”) is the second largest island in the Marianas measuring 12½ miles (20km) from northeast to southwest and 5½ miles (8.9km) across the center. It covers 85 square miles. Saipan is 100 miles (161km) north-northeast of Guam.
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Marine sketch map of southern Saipan issued to 4th MarDiv troops for pre-landing orientation – Not to be Taken Ashore.

Much of Saipan’s 54-mile (87km) coastline is faced with cliffs of varying height providing only 14 miles (22.5km) of beaches. A coral barrier reef fringes much of the island, with a submerged arm curving out from the upper west coast to enclose Tanapag harbor. Tiny Maniagassa Island lies near the harbor’s entrance. Projecting from the southeast corner of the island is Nafutan Peninsula and 4,000yds (3,640m) north across Magicienne Bay is Kagman Peninsula. The bay’s shore is faced by broken, cave-riddled cliffs and fringed with coral outcroppings and a reef.

A rolling plateau 200–300ft (61–91m) above sea level covers the southern third of the island. Marsh-rimmed Lake Susupe was located ¾ mile (1.2km) inland from Afetna Point. The island’s center is dominated by 1,554ft (474m) Mount Tapotchau rising from the north edge of the southern plateau in a series of terraced ridges. Just to its southwest is the second highest feature, 1,133ft (345m) Mount Tipo Pale. A rugged 400–934ft (122–285m) ridgeline runs 7 miles (11.3km) north to Mount Marpi (833ft/254m), located near the island’s north end. Approximately 70 per cent of Saipan was covered with sugarcane. Low scrub trees, brush, and high, dense grasses covered the hilly areas.

Garapan is the largest town and the administrative center of the Marianas. Just to the southeast was the radio station. South of Afetna Point and Susupe Lake is the island’s second largest town, Charan Kanoa, and its sugar refinery. Tanapag is near Tanapag Harbor’s north side and was the third largest town. Numerous concrete and masonry buildings were found in the larger towns, but most commercial buildings and dwellings were of wood-frame construction. Both types of buildings had corrugated sheet metal roofs. A few small villages were scattered about the island. All towns were utterly destroyed in the fighting.

The island’s 4,500ft-long (1,365m) Aslito Airfield (also known as Isloto) is located on the plain at the base of the Nafutan Peninsula on the south end. It was built in 1934 to be the first in the Marianas. The Charan Kanoa (also known as Oreai to the Japanese) emergency landing strip (3,875ft/1,175m long) was located to the north of Charan Kanoa just behind the “Green” Beaches and another airstrip was located on the island’s north end at Marpi Point. Both were begun in 1944, but never completed. A seaplane base, built in 1935, was located at Flores Point on the north edge of Tanapag Harbor. Not even minimal coast defense installations were built on Saipan until 1940–41.

Rota and Pagan, the two other islands occupied by the Japanese, were not assaulted. They were periodically bombed from June and surrendered on 2 September 1945.

Tinian

Tinian Island (“Tearaway”) is 3 miles (3.2km) south of Saipan separated by the Saipan Straits. Guam is some 85 miles (137km) to the south-southwest. Five miles (8km) south of Tinian is small, uninhabited Aguijan Island.

Most of the island consists of an approximately 200ft (61m) plateau. It is 10¼ miles (16.5km) from the northern Ushi Point to the southern Lalo Point and 5 miles (8km) at it widest across the center. While mostly flat, there are two hills near the northwest end, 390ft (118m) Mount Maga and just to its southeast 564ft (172m) Mount Lasso. About 90 percent of the island consisted of cultivated square or rectangular farm plots of sugarcane, bordered by small irrigation ditches or windbreaks of trees and hedgerows. Hilly ground was covered with low scrub trees and dense brush. The cane fields were crisscrossed with a grid of one-lane dirt roads. A narrow-gauge railroad for hauling cane to the refineries ran out of Tinian Town with spurs to the southeast, west, and north. The four airfields were 4,700ft-long (1,433m) Nos. 1 and 3 near the north end at Ushi Point, No. 2 (5,000ft/1524m long) on the east coast at Gurguan Point, and uncompleted No. 4 northwest of Tinian Town. On Suharon Bay on the southwest coast was the only town, Tinian Town. Located there were two sugar mills
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