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US MARINE CORPS 1941–45

INTRODUCTION

While the US Marine Corps was one of the smallest of American armed services in World War II (only the Coast Guard was smaller), its contribution to the final victory cannot be overstated. The Marines comprised a mere 5 per cent of America’s 16.3 million men and women in uniform, but suffered 10 per cent of the nation’s combat casualties.

On average, among all US armed forces, 73 per cent served overseas, but in the Marine Corps 98 per cent of its officers and 89 per cent of its enlisted men had been deployed abroad by the end of the war. While the Army conducted many more, and sometimes larger, amphibious assaults, the Marines conducted proportionally more. In the Pacific, 18 Army divisions executed 26 landings, compared to 15 by six Marine divisions; these landings were often followed by some of the most brutal combat experienced by US forces. The price of victory was high: the Corps suffered 19,733 dead and missing and 67,207 wounded out of a total of 669,000 who wore the Marine uniform.

At the war’s beginning the Corps possessed 65,881 officers and men: just over 31,000 belonged to the Fleet Marine Force’s ground and air units; some 3,400 guarded overseas naval bases; almost 4,000 served aboard ships of the fleet; and 27,000 manned the shore establishment and guarded Stateside naval bases. By the war’s end there were 485,833 men and women in the Marines, and to place this expansion in perspective, more Marines were wounded in action through 46 months of combat than the Corps had originally possessed on 7 December 1941. Interestingly, over 224,000 conscripts were inducted into the Corps, which prior to 1943 had been solely a volunteer force, and all but 70,000 draftees volunteered to become regulars or active reservists. Although the US Marine Corps is a component of the Navy, it operates autonomously. While its most notable achievements were those of the Fleet Marine Force ground and air combat units, the Marines maintained their earliest role, as that of ships’ detachments and naval base guards.

It must be remembered that the Marine Corps is a self-contained fighting force and possesses its own air component. There is not enough room here to cover Marine aviation, but it is nonetheless a major component of the Corps. At the outbreak of hostilities, Marine aviation possessed only 251 aircraft and 2,766 men (of whom just over 600 were pilots). By 1945 the fledgling air arm had grown to 32 aircraft groups and 145 squadrons, with 125,162 personnel; it accounted for 2,355 Japanese aircraft destroyed in air combat.

Regardless of facts and figures, one single message prevails: whether called a leatherneck, sea soldier or gyrene, it was the individual Marine and his rifle that made the Corps what it remains to this day, one of the world’s elite fighting forces.
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The US Marine Corps ‘globe and anchor’, or ‘chicken on a ball’, device was standardised on 16 March 1936 as a cap and collar ornament. It was incorporated into a variety of insignia and borne on unit colours, Its basic design was In use since 1868 and was influenced by the Royal Marine’s badge. Officers wore a silver globe with gilt continents and gilt anchor with silver rope for blues while enlisted men’s were brass. Bronze devices were worn on forest green and khaki uniforms by all ranks. The scroll (not included on uniform insignia) bore ‘SEMPER FIDELIS’–’Always Faithful’, the Marine Corps’ motto. Beneath are the two types of fasteners in use during World War II, pin and screw.


MARINE ORGANISATION

It has long been said that the Marines deploy as brigades but fight as divisions. The five brigades formed just prior to, during, and immediately after the war were tied directly to specific divisions. They were raised for a specific purpose, usually a rapid deployment. Only one saw combat and in itself became a division. The division was the basic combat formation assigned the task of executing major amphibious assaults and securing island objectives.

The largest permanent Marine formations prior to early 1941 were the 1st and 2nd Marine Brigades, formed on the East and West Coasts in 1935–36. Each brigade was built around an infantry regiment and an aircraft group, but all units were nevertheless under strength. If deployed for combat, it was planned to supplement them with ships’ guards. Initially, the Fleet Marine Force (FMF) was oriented principally toward the Atlantic and Caribbean; the Pacific at that time was of secondary importance. From 1940–41 German submarines were the major threat, and the fear that Germany might occupy French possessions in the Caribbean and possibly attack the Azores. It was not until the summer of 1941 that the FMF began to focus its attention more on the Pacific. By that time the entire 15,000-man Marine Corps Reserve had been mobilised and the Marine Corps itself consisted of some 50,000 troops, though its units were still largely under strength.
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A 1st MarDiv weapons platoon, armed with M1919A4 machine guns, undertakes landing training on Chesapeake Bay in early 1942. At this time the Marines were still planning to participate in the invasion of North Africa alongside the Army. (Shelby Stanton collection)

Marine division organisation

The forming of Marine divisions was proposed in 1940. The new 1st and 2nd Marine Divisions (MarDiv) were formed in early 1941 by converting the two permanent brigades. They were slow in developing, and it was not until mid-1942 that they were considered ready for deployment. By then they had matured into a standard structure with sufficiently diverse units to make them self-contained amphibious fighting forces well suited for combat on rugged tropical islands.

Several changes were introduced each year of the war to capitalise on lessons learned from previous operations, to adapt to expected Japanese resistance, increase firepower, reduce manpower needs, provide for more effective allocation of resources between divisions and corps, and to further streamline divisional logistics. The few units deleted from the division were reassigned to the FMF. (Unlike the Army’s divisions, which have endured many and varied reorganisations, today’s Marine division bears a striking resemblance to its World War II predecessor. Even the assignment of regiments has changed little.) In 1941 each division consisted of a division headquarters; service, medical, engineer, light tank and parachute battalions; scout, anti-aircraft machine gun, signal, chemical, guard and motor transport companies; two infantry regiments; and an artillery regiment.

Ongoing fleet landing exercises identified numerous flaws in unit organisation, equipment, logistical support and tactics. As a result a pioneer battalion was added, to provide manpower for moving supplies from landing beaches to combat units. This new unit, along with the existing engineer battalion, and an attached naval construction battalion1 were placed in a new engineer regiment. A headquarters battalion was formed to consolidate divisional command and to control the various elements. The anti-aircraft company was absorbed into a new special weapons battalion, along with new antitank sub-units. A third infantry regiment was added, along with amphibian tractor, service, and medical battalions, while the chemical company was deleted. The concept of ‘triangular reinforcement’ was strictly adhered to by the Marines. Divisional combat support and service units were organised for attachment to the three regiments and this concept was applied at all lower levels. The division headquarters battalion had headquarters, signal and military police companies. A reconnaissance company was added in 1944.

The infantry regiment was the core of the division’s fighting force. While its basic organisation changed little over the war years, its allocation of manpower and weapons did, and it underwent refinements in sub-unit organisation. Command and control, and minimal service support was provided by a headquarters and service company. A regimental weapons company had three 37 mm gun platoons (4×37 mm AT; 20 mm AA/AT guns prior to 1943) and a 75 mm gun platoon (2×75 mm M3 self-propelled AT guns, 4 in 1944).

Each of the three infantry battalions had a headquarters company, three rifle companies, and a weapons company (until 1944). The rifle companies had a large headquarters element, three rifle platoons and a weapons platoon, which after May 1944 was replaced by a machine gun platoon. Rifle platoons numbered between 42 and 46 men. The platoon headquarters had a 2nd lieutenant platoon leader, platoon sergeant, and five radio operators and messengers. Prior to 1944 they had three nine-man rifle squads consisting of a squad leader (sergeant), assistant squad leader (corporal), two scouts, three riflemen (all armed with M1 rifles), a grenadier (M1 rifle, M7 rifle grenade launcher or, prior to 1943, M1903 rifle, M1 grenade launcher), and an automatic rifle man (M1918A2BAR). The automatic rifle squad had a squad leader (M50 sub-machine gun), two automatic riflemen, and five riflemen. From April 1943, some riflemen were redesignated assistant automatic riflemen and armed with M1 carbines.

However, there was an alternative squad organisation in the works. Early in the 1927–33 Nicaraguan Campaign Lt. Merritt Edson of the 5th Marines had developed the technique of dividing rifle units into three- and four-man ‘fighting groups’ centred around an automatic weapon. This had proved extremely successful for jungle patrols. Later, when Major Edson and other 4th Marines officers examined the concept, by then known as ‘fighting teams’, in China in the late 1930s, and the 1st and 2nd Raider Battalions (Lt.Col. Edson commanded the 1st) organised their squads under this concept in 1941. It was also tried out by the 22nd Marines at Eniwetok in early 1944, and was credited with enabling small-unit leaders to continue their missions when communication was lost and the unit was under heavy fire. The new 4th Marines, formed from the raider battalions, continued the technique. Reports by these and other units led the headquarters of the Marine Corps to test the concept seriously in the States using the 24th Marines. By the end of March 1944 the rifle company table of organisation had been changed to reflect the use of four-man ‘fire teams’ and the automatic rifle squad was dissolved.


Division, Regiment, and Battalion Strengths






	YEAR
	MARDIV
	INF REGT
	INF BN



	1942
	19,514
	3,168
	933



	1943
	19,965
	3,242
	953



	1944–45
	17,465
	3,218
	918




(strength includes assigned Navy personnel)




Provisional Marine Brigade Orders of Battle, 1941–47






	MARINE BRIGADE
	DEPLOYMENT LOCATION
	INF REGT(S)
	ARTILLERY BATTALION(S)
	DEFENSE BATTALION(S)



	1st (41–42)
	Iceland
	6
	2/10
	5(–)



	2nd (41–43)
	Amer Samoa
	8(3)1
	1/10 (3/122)
	2, 7



	3rd (42–43)
	West Samoa
	7
	1/11
	2, 5, 7, 8



	Tac Gp 1 (44)
	Eniwetok
	22,1063
	22 Pack How
	10



	Task Gp A (44)
	Emirau
	4
	4 Pack How
	14



	1st (44)
	Guam
	4,22,3054
	4, 22 Pack How
	–



	3rd (46–47)
	North China
	4
	3/12
	–






	Remarks:
	1. Replaced 8th Marines in September 1942.



	 
	2. Replaced 1st Bn, 10th Marines in September 1942.



	 
	3. Army 106th Inf Regt, 27th Inf Div.



	 
	4. Army 305th Inf Regt, 77th Inf Div.






The new rifle squad organisation called for a squad leader (sergeant; M1 carbine) leading three fire teams composed of a team leader (corporal; M1 rifle, M7 grenade launcher), rifleman (M1 rifle, M7 grenade launcher), automatic rifleman (M1918A2 BAR) and assistant automatic rifleman (M1 carbine). The four-man fire teams allowed the triangular organisation concept to be maintained down to the smallest tactical entity, with every commander or leader controlling three manoeuvre elements, be it regiments, battalions, companies, platoons, squads, teams or men. Additionally, 27 each of 2.36 in. bazookas, flamethrowers and demolition kits – one per rifle squad – were pooled in the battalion headquarters.

The rifle company’s weapons platoon had a small headquarters as well as machine gun and mortar sections. To begin with they had two .30-cal. M1919A4 light machine guns and two 60 mm mortars. This was increased to five machine guns and three mortars in April 1943. The weapons platoon was redesignated a machine gun platoon in May 1944, with six M1919A4 light and six M1917A1 heavy machine guns; the latter transferred from the by then disbanded battalion weapons company. The weapons platoon’s 60 mm mortar section was transferred to the company headquarters.


Marine Division Orders of Battle, 1941–47






	MARINE DIVISION
	INF REGTS
	ARTY REGT
	ENGINEER UNITS1
	TANK BN
	SPECIAL TROOPS SPL WPNS BN
	SERVICE TROOPS RECON CO
	SVC BN
	MED BN
	MT BN
	AMTRAC BN



	1st (41–44)
	1, 5, 7
	11
	17 Regt2
	1
	1
	–
	1
	1
	–
	1



	1st (44–47)
	1, 5, 7
	11
	1 Engr, 1 Pio
	1
	–
	1
	1
	1
	1
	–



	2d (41–44)
	2, 6, 8, 93
	10
	18 Regt4
	2
	22AT5
	–
	2
	2
	–
	2



	2d (44–47)
	2, 6, 8
	10
	2 Engr, 2 Pio
	2
	–
	2
	2
	2
	2
	–



	3d (42–44)
	36, 9, 21
	127
	19 Regt8
	3
	3
	–
	3
	3
	–
	3



	3d (44–45)
	3, 9, 21
	12
	3 Eng, 3 Pio
	3
	–
	3
	3
	3
	3
	–



	4th (42–44)
	23, 24, 25
	14
	20 Regt9
	4
	4
	–
	4
	4
	–
	4



	4th (44–45)
	23, 24, 25
	14
	4 Engr, 4 Pio
	4
	–
	4
	4
	4
	4
	–



	5th (44)
	26, 27, 28
	13
	16 Regt10
	5
	5
	–
	5
	5
	–
	5



	5th (44–46)
	26, 27, 28
	13
	5 Engr, 5 Pio
	5
	–
	5
	5
	5
	5
	–



	6th (44–46)
	4, 22, 29
	15
	6 Engr, 6 Pio
	6
	–
	6
	6
	6
	6
	–



	Remarks:




1. Divisional engineer regiments included the engineer and pioneer battalions listed beneath it as its 1st and 2nd Bns respectively, plus a naval const battalion as its 3rd Bn.

2. Deleted in the May 1944 reorganization. Never assigned a naval const battalion.

3. The newly formed 9th Marines was attached to 2nd MarDiv February 1942 until reassigned to 3rd MarDiv September 1943.

4. Its 3rd Bn was 18th Naval Const Bn. Deleted in May 1944 reorganization, but 1st MarDiv embarked prior to this date and it was retained until August 1944 for the Saipan/Tinian operation.

5. The 2nd Anti-tank Bn was assigned to 2nd MarDiv in 1943 only.

6. The newly formed 3rd Marines joined 3rd MarDiv in June 1943 to replace 23rd Marines, still in the States and later assigned to 4th MarDiv.

7. The 12th Marines was not assigned until February 1943.

8. Its 3rd Bn was 25th Naval Const Bn. Deleted in May 1944 reorganization, but 3rd MarDiv embarked prior to this date and it was retained until September 1944 for the Guam operation.

9. Its 3rd Bn was 121st Naval Const Bn. Deleted in May 1944 reorganization, but 4th MarDiv embarked





















Fleet Marine Force units

















Organisation for combat













OEBPS/images/9781782004554_image03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782004554_cover.jpg
OSPREY

US Marine Corps
194145

#2

o>
- X






OEBPS/images/9781782004554_image01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782004554_image02.jpg





