The Battles of
Kwajalein and Roi-Namur
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Planning
for
“Flintlock™

After American seizure of the
Gilberts, the Japanese expected an
attack in the Marshalls, but as
Admiral Nimitz had guessed, they did
not expectit at Kwaj, the weak spot in
the island chain’s defenses.

Nor could the Japanese here have
anticipated the unprecedented strik-
ing power of the American armada.
Under the command of General
Holland (‘‘Howling Mad’’) Smith, the
Army’s 7th Infantry Division, under

Major General Corlett, was to attack
the southern part of Kwajalein Atoll.
With its reinforcing units, the 7th
known as the Hourglass Division,
counted some 22,000 troops and 9,000
reserves. The northern part of the
atoll was to be assaulted by the 4th
Marine Division, under Major
General Schmidt.

Supporting these landing forces at
Kwaj were nearly 200 ships. Task
Force 52, under Admiral Turner,
concentrated its entire firepower on
Kwaj and Ebeye, while Task Force 53,
under Admiral Conolly, did the same
at Roi and Namur.

Additionally, other task forces with
scores of warships—including fast
carriers, battleships, light and heavy
cruisers and destroyers— as well as
fourteen squadrons of land-based
bombers and fighters, brought their
combined power to bear simultane-
ously on a half dozen tiny islands.

The invasion troops trained in

3

““There was divided opinion as to
whether you would land at Jaluit or
Mille. Some thought you would land on
Wotje but there were few who thought
Yyou would go right to the heart of the
Marshalls and take Kwajalein.'’

—Commander Chikataka Nakajima
Imperial Japanese Navy

Hawaii, and made practice landings
on Oahu and Maui, under the
direction of General Richardson (for
whom our theater was eventually
named). Units of the 7th had seen
action on Attu, but the 4th Marines
were green, and all of the GI's and
Marines needed preparation for
jungle warfare.

The lessons of Tarawa and Makin
were also studied.

Preliminary naval and air bomb-
ardment was to be increased dramati-
cally prior to the landing.
Additionally, the islands adjacent to
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Objective of Operation Flintlock was Kwajalein. The Atoll contains 90-0dd islands and
encompasses the world’s largest Iagoon—nearly 1,000 square miles.
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dozen planes based at Roi staged a
spectacular but unsuccessful night
attack on Admiral Turner's task force
on Thanksgiving evening, 1943,
Through December and January,
Kwaj and other atolls were subjected
torepeated attacks. On the morning of
December 5, Admiral Pownall's
carrier forces launched 246 planes a-
gainst the atoll. At Roi, ninteen Japa-
nese interceptors were shot down and
four medium bombers were destroyed
(one while taking off), but many
planes were camouflaged and escap-
ed destruction, There were also hits
on two light cruisers and a freighter.
AtKwaj, nearly thirty ships—most-
ly offloaded merchantmen—were an-
chored in the lagoon. Seven were sunk
and several others damaged. Two
flying boats on Ebeye were destroyed
before Japanese fighters from Roi
flew south and forced a retreat. The
ships sunk during this raid, and other
vessels which went down in later
ones, were ‘‘rediscovered’” in the
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1960’s at Kwaj as scuba enthusiasts
took up shipdiving in earnest.

Another major carrier strike came
on January 29, 1944, just prior to the
invasion. Planes from Essex,
Intrepid, and Cabot struck Roi, where
92 planes were based that morning.
By 0800 not one enemy plane was able
to contest American mastery of the
skies over the entire atoll.

Planes from Cowpens, Monterey
and Bunker Hill bombed the airfield
and admiralty area on Kwaj on their
first strike, and then continued to
bomb and strafe the island continually
throughout the day. B-24’s from the
Gilberts also joined in, dropping 18
tons of bombs on the atoll during the
day and another twenty tons of bombs
in a night raid on Kwajalein Island.

On January 30, D-Day minus one,

400 sorties were flown against Kwaj
and four hours of naval bombardment
were concenirated on the islands
during the morning and afternoon.
That night, lights could be seen on
Kwajalein Island by assault troops
waiting in their transports. They were
lights from raging fires started during
the previous day's bombardment.
As sunrise approached on D-Day,
when initial landings were to be made
on the west reef, the atoll had indeed
been ‘‘softened up’’ for the strike. Air
resistance had been eliminated not
only at Kwaj, but at every Japanese
base within reach of it. The Japanese
garrison on Kwaj was dazed, its
defenses were already largely de-
stroyed, and worst of all, it was totally
isolated. Moreover, the worst of the
preliminary pasting was yet to come.

D-Day—The West Reef

Defenses on Kwajaleln Island. Post-war landfills are outlined. The road system
has changed little. This and subsequent maps by Noland C. Hisey.

It was still dark on Monday
morning, January 31, 1944 when
troops of the 17th Regimental Combat
Team left their transports and set out
in rubber boats to take Carter (Gea),
and Cecil (Ninni), the two islands
guarding the vital pass leading into
Kwajalein lagoon.

It was a moonless night, with strong
ocean currents and high winds, and in
the darkness some confusion
developed. The team assigned to land
on Ninni, north of the channel, mista-
kenly landed on Chauncey (Gehh) in-
stead at 0545. Nonetheless, the time
and place marked the first American
combat landing on an island that had
been part of the Japanese Empire
before the war. Ironically, Gehh
turned out to be more strongly
garrisoned than Ninni, Geas, Carlos
or Carlison, the four islands on the
west reef which were to be captured
that day.

About 100 Japanese surprised the
American force in the thick
underbrush on Gehh, and though half
the Japanese were soon killed, the two
GT’s slain became the first American
casualties in the invasion of
Kwajalein. Since the objective was
actually to secure Ninni, the
Americans on Gehh broke off the
engagement, left a guard force
behind, and proceeded southeast
along the reef in rubber boats to
Ninni, which turned out to be unoccu-
pied.
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Some Letters

Back in December, we decided to ask readers to help us locate people who served with the U.S. Armed Forces during the
invasion of Kwajalein. The response was more than satisfying. Several current residents, it turns out, had been here
themselves in 1944. Many more had friends or relatives who had been with the forces that assaulted the atoll.

Some of those we contacted were unwilling to discuss their experiences here, and that is understandable. The
impressions and recollections of others appear on these pages.

The Nicest Thing

** A friend of mine sent me a notice
from your paper and asked me to
write you. I was on Kwaj from Nov.
1944 to July 1955, He also sent me
some pictures of the island now, and
it sure doesn’t look the same, but I'll
tell you a few things someone else
might not mention. ..

*] remember it used to rain a lot,
but that didn’t stop us from sitting in
the rain, watching a movie at one of
the three outdoor theaters. Most of
the time the rain was warm, which
reminded me of our shower house.
They had a tank on top and you
pulled a chain to get wet. Then you

Was Leaving. . .

soaped down and pulled the chain to
rinse off. If the weather was warm,
you got a warm shower; otherwise it
was cold.

‘“There wasn’t much to do there;
we played a lot of ping pong at the
Red Cross, and as I remember there
were a couple of natives that were
good ping pong players. We went
swimming, but had to watch out for
the coral. They had a few boxing
matches. At least there was one
good thing about the island—and
that was when it was time to leave,”’

—Chester Merritt
Ventura, California

MANY MEMORIES OF THE MARSHALLS IN 1944

*“] was serving as a merchant
seaman (16 years old) on a liberty
ship, the ‘S.S. Richard Miczkowski’
in 1944, and spent approximately
three months—Sept., Oct., and
Nov.—in the Marshalls.

‘““My most vivid memories of
Kwajalein and Eniwetok are: the
complete devastation of the islands
by the naval bombardment and sub-
sequent combat; the tremendous job
the Seabees were doing constructing
facilities on the islands; the
wind-powered washing machines,
built by Seabees, scattered
everywhere on both Eniwetok and
Kwajalein; the massive naval arma-
da gathering in the Marshalls for the
Philippines campaign. ..The happy
Marines and Seabees offloading
7,000 cases of beer from our holds at
Kwajalein.

‘I also remember outdoor movies
while sitting in the rain on coconut
logs; the daily flights of B-24's on

bombing raids over Truk and other
islands in the Central Western
Pacific; fishing at night, under the
cargo lights, while anchored in the
lagoon at Kwajalein. ..

““I recall listening to the Armed
Forces Radio Station ‘On The Road
to Tokyo,” and WXLE on Eniwetok
with the best disc jockey in the
Pacific; meeting Betty Hutton
during a USO show; being fired at by
snipers while sailing too close to
several islands by-passed by our
forces; high winds and heavy seas
tearing loose an ammunition barge
from our ship at Kwajalein during a
storm. Heaviest rains and strongest
winds [ had ever experienced. .. and
the high morale of all the American
forces in that area, and the general
feeling that we were winning the war
and were truly ‘on the road to
Tokyo.” "’

—Rod Peterson
Albuquerque, N.M.

KWAJ THEN AND NOW:
THE CONTRAST IS STRIKING

*I arrived at Kwajalein in 1945,
after the area was safely in American
control, and was assigned there for
about a year with the Navy. My re-
collection of the island is that it was
flat, treeless, and covered with
American tents and quonset huts.

‘‘My assignment was actually on
Ebeye, which was a seaplane base. 1
served as a Navy radar technician,
servicing radio/radar equipment on
the seaplanes. These planes were
beached by pulling them up the
inclined ramp which exists today,
and serves as a dock for the Tarlang
boat (at least in 1968).

‘“‘Ebeye at that time was
populated only by Navy personnel.
All the native Marshallese people
lived across the lagoon, on Carlos or
Carlson, 1 believe. Our only contact
with the natives occurred when some
of them worked on Kwajalein or
Ebeye during the day. The principal
activity of planes from Ebeye at that
time was flying to Bikini in
preparation for atomic testing.

I returned to Kwajalein for a
two-year assignment, 1966 through
1968. Having been there during
WWIL, of course, made it interesting
toreturn, and the contrast from 1946
to 1966 was striking. Needless to
say, Kwajalein today is a more
beautiful and comfortable place to
live than in 1946,

—W.B.Hood
BTL, Madison, N.J.

RECALLS
‘UTTER DESTRUCTION’

*‘During early 1944, I was a Naval
aviator assigned to the staff of Fleet
Air Wing Two as an assistant
operations officer. Our objective was
to provide pre-invasion and invasion
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Life On The Rock — Marshalls In 44

In October and November, 1944, the fighting had long since ceased in the Marshalls. But Kwaj and Eaniwetok, as
bases that still figured importantly in the Pacific War, were very much alive at this time. During this period, thousands of
servicemen passed through both atolls. While here, they were kept abreast of the world news through a number of
mimeographed newspapers published by the military. These included the APO 241 News printed on Kwaj and The
Island Advance, ‘‘Published Along the Road to Tokye,” and distributed at Eniwetok.

Excerpts from these papers, sent along to us by Rod Peterson of Albuquerque, provide some idea of what was going on
in late '44, and what life ‘‘on the rock’’ was like for the first Americans in the Marshalls:

WORLD NEWS

PHILIPPINES: American liberation forces, facing pos-
sibly 45,000 desperate Japanese fighting men, continued to
hold the initiative Monday in the mountains of western
Leyte Island, Central Philippines.

On the formidable Yamashita front—named after the
new Japanese commander in the Philippines—the Yanks
drove three miles southward to seize dominating positions
on the 2,300-foot Mount Catabaran overlooking the Ormoc
Corridor where the Nipponese are hemmed in...

PARIS: Prime Minister Churchill, speaking in French
at a reception in his honor by French Liberation
Committees, said Sunday that the Nazis—disheartened and
under relentless Allied pounding—might be beaten within
the next six months. ..

WASHINGTON: Shipments of whole blood by air to
Paris from the United States have been increased to nearly
two tons a day, to meet increased demands resulting from
Western Front casualties, the War Department
reported. ..

LOS ANGELES: ‘'So help me this is true!’’ exclaimed
the Army Public Relations Officer, ‘‘Pearl Harbor is
enlisting into the WACS.”

The Army announced Sunday that Miss Pearl Harbor of
North Hollywood has joined the fight to avenge the
name—the seventh member of the Harbor family to do so.

LOCALNEWS

Mail, that good old morale builder, is beginning to take a
turn for the better, now that we have become located long
enough to get a few returns from those first frantic appeals
for more frequent ‘‘sugar reports.’”’

Glad to see November rolling in and with it beer once
more (and payday—ed). Being on the wagon the past week
has been a campaign in itself...She came, we saw, we
gaped—yes, Betty Hutton is gone, and for the society page,
she wore a black pleated shirt and blouse.

The very touchy subject of our daily diet and the
monotonous fare of *‘C’’ Rations is definitely the principal
topicof discussion at this base, and a vast majority refuse to
accept the possibility that it may be caused by military
necessity. ..

Seems everyone is spider-conscious in the lower camp
lately. Here is another thing—a guy who cleans out his tent
to look for black widow spiders and admits it, is OK. A guy

who just cleans out his tent to get it clean is OK. But when a
guy cleans out his tent to look for spiders and says he is
looking for cockroaches, that definitely ain’t OK—not
mentioning any names.

When a solid number comes blaring forth from the
neighborhood theater’s loud speaker, and you get the
sensation a block buster has hit this rock, don't run for your
wolf-hole. It’s only that hep-cat from hut twenty-six, getting
in the groove. He's solid, Jackson.

ENTERTAINMENT

SHOWING TONITE AT THE RICHARDSON
THEATER: “Mr. Skeffington' with Bette Davis,
Claude Rains, Walter Abel, Jerome Cowan
(Performance starts at 1930).

OTHER RADIO PROGRAMS:

0645 — Pin-Up Girl
1145 — G.I. Jive
1200 — Kwaj Lodge
1830 — Bob Hope

At 1200, lovely Georgia Gibbs, singing star of
screen and radlo, takes over another PERSONAL
ALBUM detall, and offers ‘‘Swingin’ on a Star,”’ ‘‘As
Time Goes By’ and ‘‘Summertime.*’

*‘Maryk steered for the atoll. There was nothing between
the Caine and the Japanese island but a few thousand yards
of choppy water with whitecaps. Willie could see details on
the beach now. . . He thought he had never seen a green so
deep and rich. . .nor a white so white as its sands. ..

It was a queer battle, the fight for Kwajalein. It had
been won thousands of miles away, months before a shot
was fired. The admirals had guessed correctly that the
Mikado's 'unsinkable carriers’ were short of an important
commodity: planes. . . As for warships, the remaining ones
had become precious to the empire; and frugally guarded
weapons are no weapons at all. With the mere arrival of the
American array of ships and men, the battle was theoreti-
cally over. There was nothing at Kwajalein but a few thou-
sand Japanese soldiers to face the monstrous fleet rising
out of the sea. . . a white flag should have flown from each
island at sunrise, by all logic of war."’

—Herman Wouk, The Caine Mutiny
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