
  CHAPTER I


  Fateful Decisions


  Tokyo: February 1944


  LT. GEN. KENRYO SATO WAS A REALIST. IT WAS A QUALITY THAT DID NOT always endear him to his fellows, as when he advocated caution about going to war with the United States in 1941 or recommended abandoning the losing struggle for Guadalcanal in 1943. Nevertheless, he remained one of Prime Minister Hideki Tojo’s most trusted advisors and confidantes.


  Now, as Japan embarked on a third year of war, General Sato was preparing to test that relationship with a controversial recommendation that was likely to determine the future of his nation. He believed Japan should abandon plans to defend the Mariana Islands and instead pull back and retrench in the Philippines. The question was, would anyone listen? The military situation in the Central Pacific was not going well—that was clear to any objective observer—yet all too many of Japan’s military leaders stubbornly refused to make the unpleasant choices that were now so necessary.


  This reluctance to confront present realities was perhaps more understandable when viewed through the lens of Japan’s astonishing successes earlier in the war. As part of the military hierarchy, General Sato had shared in the elation of victory after victory in the months following the surprise attack on the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. But over the course of the next two years that nationwide euphoria had ebbed along with Japan’s military fortunes. The disastrous naval battle at Midway in June 1942 had been followed by a string of defeats at Guadalcanal, the Aleutians, New Guinea, Bougainville, and Tarawa. American Marines and naval forces seemed unstoppable in the Central Pacific, while in the Southwest Pacific U.S. Army troops under Gen. Douglas MacArthur advanced inexorably from island to island toward the Philippines.


  This turn of fortune prompted Japanese strategists—with the emperor’s consent—to go on the defense. Instead of expanding the war in hopes of victory, the new plan, settled upon in late September 1943, was to regroup and build up an “Absolute Defense Sphere.” Reorganizing behind a bulwark of fortified islands, the Imperial forces would draw the enemy into a decisive battle that would halt the American advance and bring about a negotiated peace.1 According to this plan, Rabaul and the Marshall Islands would serve as a screen to the main line. Behind this sacrificial outer shell, a second, inviolable inner defense line would extend from the Marianas to the Palaus to western New Guinea. Located only 1,250 to 2,000 miles from Tokyo itself, this line was to be held at all costs. Possession of the Marianas was particularly crucial as their loss would put Japan within reach of the new American long-range B-29 bomber.


  These island bases were also key to what Japanese leaders envisioned as a sort of giant trap to destroy the U.S. fleet as it approached Japan. First, Japanese aircraft operating from unsinkable island bases would punish the American fleet, inflicting heavy losses before the enemy ever came within gun range of a Japanese ship. Any warships that survived the land-based attacks would be destroyed as the main fleet engagement unfolded. Reeling from the magnitude of the naval disaster, the United States would readily agree to a negotiated peace, leaving Japan with most of her wartime spoils, or so the thinking went.


  Unfortunately for Japan, the theoretical beauty of the plan did not reflect the ugly reality on the ground. As of early 1944, the so-called National Absolute Defense Sphere was more of an optimistic grease pencil mark on the map than a practical barrier against enemy attack. The weakness of the Japanese position was duly noted as early as October 1943 when Capt. Mitsuo Fuchida of the 1st Air Fleet, and Vice Adm. Chuichi Nagumo, who had directed the air attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, toured the Mariana Islands bases. (Note: Japanese military units such as 1st Air Fleet are italicized throughout to distinguish them from Allied units.) Nagumo, who was scheduled to take command of the Marianas naval area at Saipan on March 4, 1944, was not encouraged by what he saw there. The main islands—Saipan, Tinian, Guam, and Rota in the southern Marianas—all had airfields, but they were not sufficient for what planners envisioned. A massive influx of air forces and construction of associated facilities would be needed if the Japanese strategy was to succeed. Fuchida recommended building ten new air bases in the southern Marianas to accommodate the required reinforcement.


  At the time of Admiral Nagumo’s visit in October, it appeared there would be ample time to accomplish the buildup. In actuality, the window of opportunity was about to narrow dramatically. U.S. forces seized Makin and Tarawa in November, then followed with a stunning amphibious strike deep into the Japanese-held Marshall Islands. The bold gambit seized Roi-Namur, Kwajalein, and Eniwetok and shattered Japanese complacency along with the outer defense ring intended to blunt an attack toward the home islands. Alarmed, the emperor scolded his naval chief of staff. “The Marshalls are part of Japan’s territory,” he complained. “Why can’t you do anything when it has been taken by the enemy?”2


  It was this ominous turn of events that led General Sato to reconsider the wisdom of making a stand at the Marianas. His conclusion was not likely to please his offensively minded peers, but it was time to face reality. Under the present circumstances, any defense of the Marianas was unwise, decided Sato. Better to abandon the islands and fight the decisive naval engagement around the Philippines, which offered more defensive advantages as well as better access to crucial fuel.


  Sato approached Prime Minister Tojo with his proposal. Nicknamed the “Razor” for his administrative efficiency, the fifty-nine-year-old army officer had been transformed by Allied propagandists into the face of the Japanese war machine. With his close-cropped bullet head, sparse mustache, and round black-rimmed glasses, Tojo was an easy caricature, but in fact he was more bureaucrat than warrior. As a general officer, he had served briefly in a combat command in China, but his career had been mainly in administrative posts. His political perspicuity and close relationship with the army had encouraged his appointment as prime minister in 1940. As such, he was expected to ensure coordination between the individual armed services as well as between the military in general and the government. In 1941 he had leaned heavily toward the march to war, but those heady days were rapidly becoming a distant memory.


  Sato was blunt. “We should withdraw to the Philippines and there gamble on the final decisive battle,” he advised the prime minister.


  “Is that the opinion of the General Staff?” inquired Tojo skeptically.


  “No, it is my personal opinion,” replied Sato.


  “Did you consult the General Staff?”


  Sato said he had done no such thing because he knew the General Staff would bitterly oppose his suggestion. Nevertheless, he was convinced that Japan’s best hope was to abandon the Marianas and Carolines and fall back to the Philippines, seized from the Americans in the early months of the war.


  His face reddening with annoyance, the prime minster snapped, “Last year at an Imperial conference we made the Marianas and Carolines our last defense line! Do you mean to say that six months later we should give them up without a single fight?”


  Sato refused to be cowed. He observed that the few airfields in the Marianas and Carolines could be knocked out with relative ease by powerful U.S. air and naval forces. By contrast, the Philippines offered hundreds of islands that could be used as “air-borne fortresses”—too many to be effectively neutralized. The ground for the coming decisive encounter must be chosen wisely, he pointed out, as it would be the last throw of the dice. “This should be the last battlefield of the war,” he insisted, “since if that battle is lost, we won’t be able to fight another.” Having dealt the enemy “a heavy blow,” Japan could then move toward negotiating an honorable conclusion to the war.3


  The two men came to no decision, but Sato left the meeting hopeful that Tojo would accept his suggestion. Despite his outburst, the prime minister had appeared receptive to the logic of Sato’s argument. His spirits rose when, only days later, Tojo assumed the post of army chief of staff in addition to his responsibilities as prime minister, army minister, and munitions minister. Thinking this latest power grab would enable them to override any objections from the General Staff, a much-heartened Sato immediately commenced planning for a decisive battle in the Philippines.


  A few hours later, the general’s telephone rang. It was Prime Minister Tojo. “I am going to defend the Marianas and Carolines,” he informed Sato bluntly. The emperor himself had already been assured that the inner defense line running through the Marianas would be held, he reiterated. There would be no change of plan, no action that might displease his imperial majesty.4


  About 1,270 nautical miles southeast of Tokyo, thousands of soldiers and civilians on Saipan—at 47 square miles5 the second largest of the Mariana Islands, as well as the governmental seat—remained oblivious to the machinations that would determine their future. Saipan’s transformation from idyllic isle to strategic pawn had begun over 400 years earlier with the “discovery” of the Mariana Islands by Ferdinand Magellan in 1521. Entranced by the exotic rigging on native boats, Magellan named his discovery the “Islands of the Lateen Sails.” His less poetically inclined crew dubbed the islands “Los Ladrones,” or “Islands of the Thieves,” in a nod to the light-fingered inhabitants who considered property—including any odds and ends left unwatched by their Spanish visitors—to be communal. The islands were renamed Las Marianas in 1568 in honor of Queen Mariana, widow of Spain’s Philip IV, but as late as World War II, sailors continued to refer to them as The Ladrones.


  Extending some 425 miles in a northeast-southwest arc, the largest of the chain’s fifteen islands lie in the south and include Guam, Saipan, Rota, and Tinian, which were to become military assets in 1944. Most of the rest are uninhabited volcanic specks of no particular interest. Approximately 12.5 miles long and up to 5.5 miles wide at its broadest, Saipan is surpassed in size only by Guam, which is nearly five times bigger, making it the largest island in Micronesia. Tinian, only three miles to the south of Saipan, is about 39 square miles and Rota, about 70 nautical miles south of Tinian, is smaller still at 33 square miles.


  Shaped roughly like a child’s drawing of a lobster claw with a substantial bite out of the lower, meaty side to accommodate Magicienne Bay, Saipan was home to about 30,000 civilians, the bulk of them Japanese who had settled there to work in the sugar cane industry. The topography was relatively flat and open on the extensively cultivated southern third of the island—a patchwork of rectangular sugar cane fields bordered by lines of trees and dotted with farmhouses and carefully tended vegetable plots. To the north, the ground rose into a rocky spine, becoming more rugged, dominated by 1,554-foot Mount Tapotchau, the highest point on the island. Average year-round temperature was 84 degrees, with an average humidity of 79 percent. Annual rainfall averaged 120 to 125 inches—twice that of New Orleans, the wettest U.S. city. The two main towns were Garapan, the capital of Japanese holdings in the Marianas, and Charan Kanoa.6


  The Japanese presence on Saipan was relatively recent, following Spanish and then German possession. Spain’s main interest in the Marianas in the 300 years following Magellan’s arrival was to convert the inhabitants to Catholicism—a process that, with the assistance of war and disease, managed to reduce the native population from 45,000 to about 5,000 by 1693.7 The conversion was successful, but Spain’s long rule over the islands ended with the Spanish-American War. The victorious United States appropriated Guam to serve as a naval coaling station in 1899. Spain then sold the rest of its holdings in the Carolines, Marshalls, and Marianas to Germany for $4.5 million. The United States could have bought them, but the McKinley Administration thought the price was too high. As it turned out, the price would be a lot higher forty-five years later.
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  In any case, Germany’s tenure was brief. When World War I broke out in 1914, an opportunistic Japan came in on the side of the Allies and promptly seized the German possessions. That seizure was legitimatized after the war when Japan was granted mandate over the Marianas by the League of Nations. While Guam remained a U.S. possession, Saipan, Rota, and Tinian came under formal Japanese control, as did the Carolines and Marshall Islands. As the administrative seat, Saipan became Japan’s most important holding in the Marianas. Over the next twenty years, the Japanese accomplished more on Saipan than the proselytizing Spanish had in three centuries. The key to their success was a decision to focus on sugar cane production as a major industry.


  In 1920, Haruji Matsue, a graduate of the sugar chemistry program at Louisiana State University, arrived on Saipan to oversee the fledgling efforts. By 1938 over 3,200 tons of sugar cane was being produced per day in the Marianas. By 1944, approximately 70 percent of Saipan’s acreage was devoted to sugar cultivation, providing a livelihood for large numbers of Japanese, particularly Okinawans, who flooded in through the South Seas Development Company to work in the burgeoning industry.8


  By 1941, the island had become a thoroughly Japanese enclave. Of the approximately 30,000 inhabitants, less than 4,000 were native Chamorros and Caroline islanders—the rest were Japanese settlers. The town of Garapan on the western coast evolved into an impressive administrative center, home to some 10,000 residents. Nicknamed “Little Tokyo,” the bustling town was the image of a typical coastal Japanese settlement with four main streets lined with two-story business and government offices, numerous shops, private residences, a hospital, agricultural school, and picturesque parks, one of which boasted a statue of that father of local prosperity, “Sugar King” Haruji Matsue. Japanese religious shrines took their place alongside the Catholic church left by the Spanish and still a center of Chamorro worship.


  There was a clear pecking order. Japanese residents sat firmly atop the social pyramid, followed by Okinawans, Koreans, and lastly the easygoing Chamorros and Carolinians. Many of the Chamorros lived in towns such as Garapan, but also maintained small farms in the countryside. “The Japanese worked harder,” recalled Chamorro Antonieta Ada. “The Chamorros were more relaxed; Japanese more businesslike.”9 Higher education was reserved for native Japanese, though the brightest Chamorro children were encouraged to study at the specialized agricultural training school. Children were also required to learn Japanese in the lower schools.


  The activity in the Marianas and other mandates, while largely benign to begin with, raised concerns in the West due in large part to the Japanese penchant for secrecy. Under the terms of Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, Japan agreed to refrain from “the establishment of fortifications or military and naval bases” in the Marianas. However, after gaining control, the Japanese severely restricted access to the islands by Westerners, raising fears that the islands were being fortified in violation of the mandate. Concerns deepened when Japan formally withdrew from the League of Nations in March 1935.


  The suspicions were not completely unfounded. Much of the money poured into the Marianas went toward infrastructure work, at least some of which offered military benefit. A narrow-gauge railroad was constructed to link Saipan’s cane fields to the sugar mills in coastal Charan Kanoa. Dredging of Tanapag Harbor north of Garapan began in 1927. A seaplane base at nearby Flores Point was completed in 1935. Aslito Airfield materialized in 1933 as a rudimentary airstrip among the cane fields on Saipan’s southern plain, but within four years the Japanese navy began to upgrade the field into a modern facility with a 3,600-foot coral-concrete runway. The Japanese insisted Aslito was a civilian field, intended for “rescue work in case of shipwreck” and “to assist fishermen in locating schools of fish,” but the type and quantity of the facilities under construction suggested otherwise.10 Considerable funding was devoted to construction of barracks, storage buildings, offices, water-supply facilities, ammunition-storage facilities, and communications stations, few of which had a practical civilian application.11


  By late 1940 there was no more pretense. The 5th Defense Force arrived on Saipan in December and began digging trenches along potential landing beaches, building gun positions, and upgrading roads and harbor facilities. In June 1941, the 500-man force was directed to prepare for the seizure of Guam in the event of war with the United States. Seaplanes based at Flores Point began making reconnaissance flights over Guam, 125 miles to the south, in October and November. Bombs had already fallen on Pearl Harbor when, on the morning of December 8, planes from the 18th Naval Air Group lifted off for an airstrike on Guam. The bombing raids were followed by an amphibious assault by several thousand Japanese troops the night of December 9–10. The small U.S. garrison was quickly overwhelmed and Guam joined the rest of the Marianas as a Japanese possession.12


  Over the next two years, as Japanese forces swept across the Pacific, Saipan served as a rear-area supply and staging area. Tanapag Harbor saw service as a fueling station for Japanese shipping. Part of the naval task force that conducted the ill-fated operation against Midway assembled there in May 1942 before sailing to disaster. Naval patrols guarding Marianas shipping routes were also based at Saipan, while Aslito Airfield and the seaplane base provided links in an aircraft ferry route between Japan and points south.


  Despite the war, life on the island could seem almost idyllic. Arriving in late 1943 with 1,500 men of the 1st Yokosuka Special Landing Force, Pvt. Genkichi Ichikawa observed in his diary: “It is four o’clock on Sunday. I am writing a letter at the quiet barracks in the Southern Islands. I am at the corner of a balcony. Two palm trees are slowly moving by the wind. Beyond the trees, the flag of naval ensign shines brilliantly in the southern sky. Music is coming from somewhere. Songs with many memories are heard, one after another from a gramophone.”13


  But as 1944 arrived, there were signs that all was not well in the outside world. Radios were forbidden among the Chamorro community and news was strictly controlled, but the natives could not help but take notice when the Japanese started to ration food items. “Chamorros and Carolinians could not buy shoes, milk, rice, canned goods, even if we had the money—only the Japanese could buy those things,” observed Juan Diaz.14 The Garapan church was closed down for use as a storehouse. The Catholic priest and handful of nuns were accused of being spies and placed under house arrest.


  Military units stepped up preparations for battle. “I swear an oath that I will get the heads of American and British this year,” Private Ichikawa, a naval paratrooper, confided to his diary. “[T]raining was extremely hard today. Evening, we stayed in the trenches . . . This morning, we are overhauling weapons . . . We are on the battlefield of Saipan. I prayed this day would come soon! We exercised bayonets at the airfield in hot sunshine. We trained hard to the extent of hurting my body . . . The commander made a speech and he explained the seriousness of the war. No mail is allowed until further notice. Now, the Mariana Islands become the battlefields. We are all working hard to defend the island. . . .”15


  Work intensified on new airfields on the west coast and north at Marpi Point. “The Japanese would tell us Chamorro people nothing about the war and I couldn’t read kanji,” recalled Escolastica Cabrera. “People were very quiet, but when they started building the [new] airfield I knew something was coming.”16


  Though Gen. Kenryo Sato could not know it, U.S. thinking regarding the Marianas was also in flux. While long on the table—the prewar Orange and Rainbow plans had called for seizing the Marianas as stepping stones to the Philippines—not all U.S. planners thought invading the islands made strategic sense.


  The loudest voice in favor of an operation to seize the Marianas was Adm. Ernest J. King, the sixty-five-year-old U.S. chief of naval operations. The son of an Ohio railway worker, King could be personally difficult, but was brilliant at his trade, having graduated fourth in the Class of 1901 at the Naval Academy. In contrast to many of his peers, he had long been convinced that the Marianas were key to victory in the Western Pacific. King argued that occupation of the Marianas would sever enemy lines of communication between Japan and bases to the south in the Caroline Islands and Bismarck Archipelago and threaten Japanese routes to the Philippines and Southeast Asia, provide bases for the continued Allied advances toward China and the Philippines, and cut the Japanese home islands off from access to vital raw materials in the Southwest Pacific.


  As early as the Casablanca Conference between Allied war leaders on January 14, 1943, King proposed an advance through the Marshall Islands to Truk to the Marianas and then the Philippines. King continued his lobbying at the Trident Conference in May and at the Quebec Conference in July.17 He found an ally in Army Air Corps chief Hap Arnold, who saw the Marianas—with their proximity to Japan—as a potential base for America’s new long-range B-29 bomber.


  However, a powerful opponent emerged in Southwest Pacific commander Gen. Douglas MacArthur. The egotistical MacArthur viewed King’s proposal as a threat to his theater of operations and—perhaps equally important—to his personal stature in the war against Japan. “From a broad strategic viewpoint I am convinced that the best course of offensive action in the Pacific is a movement from Australia through New Guinea to Mindanao,” he advised the Combined Chiefs of Staff.18 In an appeal to Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, he promised, “Give me central direction of the war in the Pacific, and I will be in the Philippines in ten months . . . Don’t let the Navy’s pride of position and ignorance continue this great tragedy to our country.”19


  At the Cairo Conference in November, the Combined Chiefs of Staff tried to placate both sides, endorsing a two-pronged assault across the Pacific. MacArthur would continue his advance along the New Guinea–Mindanao axis in the Southwest Pacific, while Adm. Chester Nimitz pressed forward with his island-hopping campaign through the Central Pacific. The Combined Chiefs tentatively called for the recapture of Guam and seizure of the Marianas in October 1944, not quite a year in the future. The two-pronged advance of Nimitz and MacArthur would eventually converge on the Luzon-Formosa-China triangle. With that objective in hand, the Japanese home islands could be bombed, blockaded, or invaded as proved necessary.20


  In early January, Admiral King flew to Pearl Harbor where Nimitz’s staff apprised him of their work on plans for the Central Pacific drive. Titled “Granite,” the plan called for capture of Kwajalein and Eniwetok in the Marshalls, followed by an assault on the Carolines. Seizure of the Mortlock Islands would take place about August 1, concurrent with or followed by the seizure of Truk. Saipan, Tinian, and Guam in the Marianas would be captured almost simultaneously, if possible, on or about November 1.21


  Admiral King had ample reason to assume his views had prevailed, but MacArthur was not yet ready to fold up his tent. Arrogant and demanding, he continued to press for abandonment of the Central Pacific push and the diversion of resources to his own advance toward the Philippines. Nor was he alone in his argument. The would-be American Caesar found considerable sympathy for his views at a conference of senior officers held at Pearl Harbor on January 27 and 28, 1944. While MacArthur did not personally attend the conference, he was represented by a delegation consisting of his chief of staff, Maj. Gen. Richard K. Sutherland; his air force commander, Maj. Gen. George C. Kenney; and his naval chief, Vice Adm. Thomas C. Kinkaid—all of whom came prepared to argue for a single axis of advance via New Guinea and the Philippines.22


  They managed to sway the one man King might have expected to remain firm to the end: Admiral Nimitz himself. Nimitz was a generally congenial man. He could be utterly ruthless when necessary, but he remained haunted by the U.S. experience at Tarawa in November 1943. That seventy-six-hour assault against 5,000 Japanese on heavily fortified Betio atoll in the Gilberts had cost the U.S. 2nd Marine Division a staggering 3,381 dead, wounded, and missing, all for a piece of ground less than 1 square mile in area. What would happen, he asked himself, when U.S. troops engaged tens of thousands of Japanese on larger land masses such as Guam or Saipan in the Marianas?23


  Nimitz’s apprehensions were echoed by some of his staff, who had come to doubt the need to seize Saipan, Guam, and Tinian, none of which offered particularly good harbors. One key opponent was Adm. John H. Towers who, with some prescience, had forwarded a memo criticizing the Marianas operation for fear it would be vulnerable to enemy air attacks leapfrogging through airfields on Iwo Jima and Chichi Jima. The admiral also questioned the value of Saipan as a potential U.S. bomber base, pointing out that fighters did not have sufficient range to escort the B-29s on the long flight to and from the Japanese home islands. Nimitz’s own chief of staff, Adm. Charles H. McMorris, and plans officer, Rear Adm. Forrest Sherman, were also opposed.24


  As was to be expected, MacArthur’s delegation harped on the same refrains at the strategy conference at Pearl. Previous suggestions that bombing missions by the new long-range B-29 Superfortresses flying from the Marianas would provide a key strategic advantage were dismissed out of hand. Kenney scoffed that bombing Japan with B-29s from the Marianas would be “just a stunt.”25 McMorris expressed skepticism that a bombing campaign would force the Japanese to give up. Admiral Sherman said seizure of Guam, Saipan, and Tinian would result in high casualties and provide harbors of only limited value. Kinkaid declared that “any talk of the Marianas for a base leaves me entirely cold.”26 All agreed on prioritizing seizure of the Philippines. Arguments in favor of concentrating resources for an advance along the New Guinea coast to the Philippines were well received on all sides. No one spoke up in favor of a push into the Marianas.27 “The morning finished with everyone feeling good and ready to work together and get the war over,” wrote Kenney. Admiral Nimitz designated Admiral Sherman to present the consensus to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington. It appeared the Marianas would be spared and MacArthur’s monumental ego would be sated.28


  The participants in this mutual love fest failed to reckon with Admiral King and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The Joint Chiefs had already decided on the Marianas and no one was going to thwart King. He immediately fired off a scathing letter to Nimitz. The strategy of moving along the New Guinea coast and up through the Philippines was “absurd” and “[n]ot in accordance with the decisions of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” he informed Nimitz.29 Furthermore, an advance on that axis would leave the Marianas as an unacceptable threat. “I assume that even the Southwest Pacific advocates will admit that sometime or other this thorn in the side of our communications to the western Pacific must be removed,” he wrote. “In other words, at some time or other we must take out time and forces to carry out this job.”30


  King also made his case to U.S. Army chief of staff Gen. George Marshall. The Combined Chiefs had decided on two simultaneous, mutually supporting advances in the Pacific (Southwest and Central), he reminded Marshall. However, it had also been agreed that when conflicts in allocation of means arose, “due weight should be accorded to the fact that operations in the Central Pacific promise at this time a more rapid advance toward Japan and her vital lines of communication.” Now was not the time to revise that strategy, declared King, pointing out that MacArthur, despite his braggadocio, had yet to demonstrate any particularly long or rapid strides of his own.31


  Marshall recommended reexamining Pacific strategy and suggested asking the Joint Strategic Survey Committee (JSSC) for advice on the matter. The committee replied on February 16 that it remained convinced “the primary effort against Japan should be made from the East, across the Central Pacific” with an eye to “the early seizure of the Formosa, Luzon, China coast area, as a base from which to attack the citadel of Japan.” In a follow-up, the JSSC added that “a fundamental strategic prerequisite is our control of the Marianas, Carolines, Palau Ocean Area.”32


  In the interim, in early February, Nimitz launched a bold amphibious assault into the heart of the Marshall Islands. Conducted against the advice of many of his staff, the attack bypassed more heavily defended outer islands and caught the Japanese completely by surprise. Kwajalein, Roi-Namur, and Majuro fell quickly with light U.S. casualties. Emboldened, Nimitz pushed on to seize Japanese-held Eniwetok as well. A massive carrier raid on the much-feared Japanese bastion at Truk that same month devastated the enemy base and revealed it to be a tiger without claws. These successes represented a quantum leap in the advance across the Central Pacific and put the specter of Tarawa largely to rest.


  The Joint Chiefs issued a final decision on March 12, just over a month after Nimitz’s brilliant Marshall Islands campaign. They came down squarely on King’s side. The “most feasible approach to the Formosa-Luzon-China area is by way of Marianas-Carolines-Palau-Mindanao area,” they decreed. Hollandia was to be seized April 15, 1944. Truk would be neutralized, not invaded. The southern Marianas would be invaded on June 15. “The objective is to secure control of sea communications through the Central Pacific by isolating and neutralizing the Carolines and by the establishment of sea and air bases for operations against the Japanese homeland.”33 King had won the argument. The course was set.


  The Japanese were slow to recognize the immediacy of the threat to Saipan and the Marianas. Following the loss of Eniwetok, they anticipated the next U.S. blow would fall on the Palaus in the Western Caroline Islands and gave those garrisons priority for shipment of construction material for defense works. However, their complacency received a jolt on February 22 when U.S. carrier forces under the command of Adm. Marc Mitscher, returning from a sweep at Truk, paused to work over the Japanese garrisons on Saipan, Guam, Tinian, and Rota. It was the first bombing attack of the war on the Marianas.


  Mitscher launched his aircraft at 0745 on February 22 from about 100 miles off Saipan’s western coast. American intelligence knew so little about the island that pilots could not even be briefed on the location of the enemy airfields. They found them anyway, roaring in under heavy cumulus clouds to destroy 168 aircraft, two freighters, and a scattering of smaller vessels. U.S. losses were five fighters and one torpedo bomber (TBF).


  While the American airstrike on February 23 did not persuade the Japanese that Saipan was next on the invasion list, it did emphasize that the base facility could no longer be considered a safe rear area. Toward the end of February, preparations got underway to evacuate large numbers of Japanese civilians—mostly wives and children—to Japan. “Even the wife of the civilian chief of police was preparing to leave,” recalled Manual T. Sablan, who lived in Garapan. There were two ships, observed Sablan: the Santos Maru and the Amerika Maru. The Amerika Maru was for “the hotshots’ wives,” he added. “All of the ordinary civilians were put on board the Santos Maru.”34


  At the same time, the Japanese 29th Division, then located in Manchuria, was ordered to the Marianas. Transported by train to Pusan, Korea, the troops boarded ships for Ujina, Japan, where they exchanged their winter uniforms for tropical clothing. On February 26, four transports set sail, shepherded by three destroyers. Among the troops aboard the Sakito Maru was twenty-nine-year-old Capt. Sakae Oba, a former teacher who had charge of a 270-man medical company. Though his parent unit, the 18th Infantry Regiment, had spent the past three years in China, many of the men were new. The first morning at sea, the regimental commander called a meeting of all officers. They were heading to Saipan, he told them. They had been ordered to reinforce that island’s garrison, though it seemed unlikely the Americans would attempt a landing there. Estimated time of arrival was March 4.


  That could come none too soon for the troops packed into the Sakito Maru’s stifling hold. Due to restricted deck space, only limited numbers of men were allowed topside for fresh air at one time and then for only an hour. The others remained deep in the ship’s hold impatiently awaiting their hour-long reprieve. The doctors and enlisted medics assigned to Oba’s company were kept busy, first treating men for seasickness and then for respiratory ailments and other complaints brought on by the stifling living conditions.


  By February 29 the convoy was about 100 miles east of Formosa. Oba had just settled down to lunch—the usual monotonous rice and soup, along with some spinach and a diced sweet potato masquerading as dessert—when a violent explosion threw him to the deck. The ship had been torpedoed. As the Sakito Maru went dead in the water, Oba could see flames through a pillar of smoke and steam erupting from the aft hatch. The main deck was in chaos as survivors streamed from below. Panicked troops began swarming down rope nets lowered over the side of the stricken ship. Some men, too frightened to wait, jumped into the sea. Bamboo rafts were tossed overboard, some of them crashing down on men struggling in the water below.


  Oba strapped his sword onto his back underneath his life jacket before clambering over the rail and starting down the net. A glance below showed several bodies already floating face down in the water, bumping gently against the steel side of the ship. He dropped the final short distance into the icy water and swam toward the ship’s bow, joining several dozen other survivors. Behind him, oil from the stricken vessel caught fire, spreading toward the stern of the ship and engulfing anyone still in the vicinity.


  All that night, Oba floated in the icy water. The excruciating cold eventually subsided into numbness. Twice during the night he bumped into other survivors. One man mumbled, “Be strong.” The other did not speak and when Oba reached out for him, the man’s shoulder sank away beneath his touch. Sometime after dark, the Sakita exploded, sending shockwaves through the water. The wreckage burned fiercely for several minutes, then slid stern first beneath the waves. Somewhere in the distance Oba could hear men singing—it was an army song, he realized—but the sound gradually faded away as the survivors tired or died.35


  Though he did not know it, the crew of the submarine that had inflicted this misfortune on him—the USS Trout, a veteran boat on her eleventh patrol—was already dead. The three Japanese destroyers escorting the convoy had gone after the Trout immediately after the attack. The destroyer Asashimo got a sonar fix and dropped nineteen depth charges. Oil and debris bubbled to the surface and Asashimo dropped a final depth charge on that spot. Skippered by thirty-three-year-old Lt. Cmdr. Albert H. Clark of Norway, Maine, Trout went down with all eighty-one hands.36


  Drifting in and out of consciousness, Oba was picked up early the next morning by a soldier paddling around on a bamboo raft designed to float machine guns ashore during amphibious landings. Later that day they were plucked from the water by one of the escort destroyers. Oba was lucky. Of the 3,080 troops aboard the torpedoed transport, less than 1,800 were rescued. Days later, the survivors were put ashore on Saipan—alive, but with virtually no equipment.


  Oba had lost more than half his company in the sinking. Somewhat to their surprise, the disheveled survivors found themselves greeted as saviors by Saipan’s Japanese civilian population. As Oba climbed out of a truck at Garapan, a kimono-clad woman broke away from a group of respectfully bowing civilians. Dropping to her knees before him, she touched her head nearly to the ground and expressed her thanks to Oba and his companions for coming to protect the island from the enemy. In the coming days and weeks, Oba would have reason to wonder if that confidence was well placed.37


  CHAPTER II


  Sharpening the Spear


  AS CAPT. SAKAE OBA SHED HIS OIL-SOAKED CLOTHES AND RECOVERED from his ordeal, U.S. plans to seize Saipan were beginning to take definite form. Admiral Nimitz assigned the highest priority to the Marianas operation, codenamed Forager, on March 13. The plan called for the seizure of Saipan, followed almost immediately by landings on Guam and Tinian. Saipan was given priority because of its status as a Japanese command center and to preclude its use as a staging area for air attacks against the amphibious landing on Guam.


  A Joint Staff Study designated V Amphibious Corps (VAC) and III Amphibious Corps (IIIAC) to execute Forager. VAC, composed of the 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions, would seize Saipan (codenamed Tattersalls) on June 15, followed by Tinian (Tearaway). The complete organization and attached units built around V Amphibious Corps would be designated Northern Troops and Landing Force (NTLF). The Southern Troops and Landing Force (STLF) would be built around IIIAC, fielding the 3rd Marine Division and 1st Provisional Marine Brigade. STLF would assault Guam (Stevedore) once Saipan was in hand—hopefully within three days. The 27th Infantry Division would be in Expeditionary Troops reserve, available to either NTLF or STLF as needed.


  It would not be easy. The time, distance, and materiel involved in Forager dwarfed any previous operation. Saipan was 3,232 nautical miles from Pearl Harbor and 1,000 miles from the nearest U.S. forward base area at Eniwetok. Over 500 ships would be required for as long as three months. The ships would
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