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         The Germans and their Japanese allies have gone from victory to victory since the start of the war, but in autumn 1942, that begins to change.

         On the small Pacific island of Guadalcanal, US forces drive back the Japanese to capture a key airfield. Meanwhile, on the Eastern Front, Hitler’s blitzkrieg slams to a halt at Stalingrad, stopped by the Russian winter and a Red Army determined to defend every street. As the war enters its fourth year, the conflict becomes ever more brutal. Both sides try to break their enemies’ spirits by carpet-bombing civilian-filled cities. The Nazis also break the Geneva Convention. As a result, more than half of all Soviet prisoners of war die in German captivity.

         This issue covers the dramatic moments that turned the war in favour of the Allies – both on the Eastern Front and in the Pacific.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Allies slowed the Japanese advance
   

         

         
            The US Army deployed 19,000 marines to recapture the Pacific island of Guadalcanal. Japan’s progress in the Far East had to be stopped and the empire deprived of any opportunity to attack Australia. But when the Americans attempted to land on the small tropical island, a big surprise awaited them.
   

         

         Several hundred marines stood along the starboard rail of the USS American Legion. The recent day’s chatter about sweethearts and chasing girls had given way to an uneasy silence. The only sound came from the water slapping the sides of the ship.

         Through powerful binoculars, Colonel LeRoy Hunt and his marines contemplated the jagged black peaks, which were just visible as the day’s first light hit the Pacific island of Guadalcanal. The men’s hearts were thumping, yet strangely, no shots came from the enemy’s coastal batteries.

         At 06.14, a shell finally broke the silence as a US destroyer began bombing Japan’s defensive positions. Soon, salvo after salvo was heading towards Guadalcanal, lighting up the beaches and providing a perfect beacon for a group of Dauntless bombers to drop their loads. The aircraft had taken off from aircraft carriers still en route to Guadalcanal.

         The tropical island’s beaches had been turned into a hellish landscape of deadly explosions.

         Aboard the Legion, engines were stopped and creaking hoists lowered four landing craft into the water. Dawn broke as the first scramble net was dropped, and the marines clambered into the boats. The laborious task lasted almost two hours, but by 08.30, the sea was filled with small black landing craft bobbing up and down, while their crews impatiently awaited the signal to head for land.

         As Colonel Hunt scrambled down into one of the last boats, the veteran officer noted that none of the Allied ships had been hit. One marine wondered aloud whether there were any Japanese on the island at all. Another suggested it was some kind of a trap. No-one replied. In front of them lay an unknown island, an unknown landscape and, above all, an unknown fate.

         US was forced to attack
   

         Guadalcanal had become a key square on the board when the Japanese landed there in May 1942. In itself, the almost uninhabited jungle island didn’t have much value, but its location north-east of Australia made it useful. With an airbase, the Japanese could use it to cut the supply line between the US and Australia, and allow the empire to deploy bombers over Australia’s east coast.

         So, when Japanese ships began unloading engineers and cutting down trees, the Allies were quick to investigate. On 3rd July, an Australian spy confirmed that the Japanese were building an airbase on the island. In Washington, President Roosevelt and his military staff met with other Allied representatives. Their decision was clear: Guadalcanal had to be taken.

         The operation was given the code name Watchtower. Its instigators hoped that a successful mission at Guadalcanal might also help them neutralise or retake the big Japanese base in Rabaul on the island of New Britain.

         The US was still riding a wave of optimism after its fleet had thwarted the enemy’s large-scale attack against Midway in early June. And although the Americans had not yet completed a war-time amphibious operation, everyone was ready. Major General Alexander Vandegrift was appointed command of the 23 transport ships and 19,000 marines allocated to the mission.

         Just after 09.00, the first landing craft hit the island’s shelving sands. The ramps were dropped and the marines splashed through the shallows and onto the beach, spontaneously firing at the unseen Japanese batteries and bunkers. But after a moment, the Americans realised that there was no return fire. Beach Red, as the landing point had been named, was deserted.

         Humidity made it difficult to breathe
   

         Colonel Hunt, who landed on the beach at 09.50, was delighted at the lack of resistance. Not one of his soldiers had lost his life, and minute by minute more forces were pouring on to Guadalcanal. The men dragged up artillery guns and boxes of ammunition, and soon light tanks rumbled along the shore, spraying up water.

         Men who had thought they were going to stab their freshly sharpened bayonets into their enemy’s skulls now used them to skewer coconuts to get at the cool milk instead. But amid the idyll, concerns also arose. Where was the enemy? “We stared at a wall of jungle just beyond the beach and wondered what it contained”, Lieutenant William H Whyte, then 24 years old, later wrote in his memoirs.

         Whyte soon had the opportunity to find out when he became part of the force that had to work its way through the dense vegetation to launch an assault on the airbase ten kilometres away. The soldiers were constantly on their guard as they chopped their way forward with machetes. The foliage from the tall trees stole the light, and the air on the ground was so humid that Whyte and his companions had difficulty breathing. The jungle was filled with unfamiliar noises and the soldiers were terrified of poisonous snakes, which they knew slithered around the undergrowth. Metre-high kuna grass reduced visibility to almost zero, and the lack of any map meant the Americans had to rely on compasses alone to steer them towards their target. They constantly came across steep gullies that delayed their advance and it wasn’t until the following morning that the troops reached the airfield. No Japanese had attacked them, and the facility appeared abandoned. The barracks lay empty, but the stores were full, with bags of rice, tinned salmon, beer and sake. What struck Whyte most, however, was the huge number of porn magazines.

         After 24 hours, the invasion of Guadalcanal had succeeded beyond all expectations. Only one soldier was seriously injured – because his machete had slipped while he was trying to open a coconut. The men slapped each other on the back, unaware that their stay on the island was about to develop into six months of gruelling fighting.

         Fleet was rocked by night-time explosions
   

         The reason the Japanese initially chose to stay out of sight was because of their modest numbers. The 500 combat troops stationed on the island had watched uneasily as the Allies approached on the morning of 7th August. The bombardment and sight of hundreds of landing craft prompted the soldiers, engineers and workers to retreat deep into the jungle.

         However, the Imperial Japanese Navy had in no way abandoned Guadalcanal. From Rabaul, Japan’s main base in the Western Pacific, Vice Admiral Gunichi Mikawa sailed with a squadron of heavy cruisers to attack the anchorage off Guadalcanal, where the Allied fleet was still lying. Only the US’s three aircraft carriers had left the area, which left the remaining ships without critical air support.

         On the night of 9th August, Lieutenant William Whyte and his colleagues were sleeping in the barracks that the enemy had abandoned when a loud roar woke everyone. The men raced towards the beach, where they could hear one crash after another. They stood in silent clusters under the palm trees, while flashes from Japanese, American and Australian ships lit up the sky. Long, colourful arcs of light connected the ships, and finished with fiery explosions that rocked the metal giants.

         “It was a spectacular sight – ships exploding in the rocket’s red glare. We had no idea who was winning,” Whyte wrote later.

         The following morning, the Americans and Australians received their answer. The dawn revealed a mass of Allied corpses and debris washed up on the beach. The transport ships that were still intact landed the troops’ remaining supplies, then quickly sailed away for fear of a new Japanese attack. The naval battle had cost 1,077 Allied seamen their lives, while three cruisers had been sunk, and three other warships were severely damaged.

         Tropics drained the troops
   

         Vandegrift’s top priority was to complete the airbase’s runway so that the US could airlift supplies to Guadalcanal. With 19,000 mouths to feed and only limited rations, the general knew that it would be a race against time.

         Soldiers from four battalions also began setting up a defensive ring around the facility, while exhausted marines dragged machine guns and anti-tank guns to the beach where Vandegrift expected most of the coming attacks.

         While the defences were established, other marines completed the airfield, which the Americans had dubbed Henderson Field after a Major Lofton R Henderson who’d fallen at Midway. Shirtless rows of men levelled the ground with abandoned Japanese steam rollers. Then, military engineers, aided by native labourers, installed prefabricated interlocking metal plates to stabilise the runway.

         The work was sometimes interrupted by the odd Japanese shell churning up the earth, but the Japanese were largely content to wait for their numbers to grow ahead of a major assault. Their troops were being reinforced by destroyers, which regularly shuttled soldiers under the cover of darkness to Guadalcanal from their naval base in the Shortland Islands in a system the Allies dubbed the “Tokyo Express”.

         In the interim, US troops had to remain wary of Japanese soldiers sniping at them from the treetops. The Japanese also weren’t above using unchivalrous tactics. Once, in the middle of August, a small group of Japanese raised a white flag, signalling their surrender. The 17 marines who went to retrieve the group were ambushed and slaughtered by the Japanese. The Allies were disgusted by the act and the Japanese began to be hated. The phrase “the only good Jap is a dead Jap” began to circulate among the marine divisions.

         Crocodiles devoured Japanese bodies
   

         The Americans would not have to wait long for revenge. Tactically, it turned out that the Japanese had made a mistake by not making a large ground offensive before 20th August, by which point Henderson Field was finished.

         Colonel Hunt believed the base’s completion raised morale by 20 percent – as soon as the first aircraft touched down on the island, the Allies would be well-equipped to defend Guadalcanal.

         The following morning before dawn, the Japanese launched their first large-scale offensive. The target was the Allied positions along the Tenaru River, which the Americans had dubbed Alligator Creek, although it was crocodiles and not alligators that lurked in the water. The Japanese sneaked out of the jungle towards the enemy under the cover of darkness, opening fire with machine guns and mortars – both along the banks of the river and at its mouth on the beach.

         As bullets and grenades flew across the river from both sides, fearless Japanese stormed into its slow-moving current, but they were hampered by the river’s soft bed, and the Americans were able cut them down with machine-gun fire from their trenches. The Japanese were particularly exposed on the beach, and as dawn broke, US fighter planes were brought into battle.

         The pilots flew across the sands at low altitude while holding down the trigger on their machine guns, turning the white beach red with Japanese blood. Many of the bodies had been torn apart by shells, and the fragments of meat and bone were fried by the devastating explosions.

         “The smell, two days after the battle of the Tenaru, made a lot of us lose our lunches,” noted Colonel Clifton Cates, commander of Whyte’s regiment that defended the American line at Tenaru.

         Further upriver, Japanese bodies floated in the water, but here the crocodiles helped remove the stench. With voracious appetites, they tore apart the corpses and devoured everything, flesh and bone.

         For the Japanese, the offensive had been a disaster, and while the attack’s commander, Colonel Kiyonao Ichiki, committed suicide, other officers recognised that the Allies’ forces were stronger than the Japanese had expected. Later, in September, when the Japanese attack in the Battle of the Bloody Ridge south of Henderson Field also failed, their suspicions were confirmed: they needed reinforcements.

         Fresh troops rolled in
   

         Throughout late September and into the beginning of October, the Tokyo Express was in full swing. At night, Japanese destroyers landed soldiers in areas of Guadalcanal where the Allies had no foothold. The Americans only controlled a small part of the island, so there were plenty of landing sites available – the problem was that the jungle prevented the Japanese from either moving quickly or easily transporting many artillery guns.

         Disease also hit the Japanese hard. Dysentery gave the soldiers severe diarrhoea, while malaria poisoned their blood. It was this, in combination with the military defeats, that led the Japanese to call Guadalcanal “Death Island”.

         The arrival of fresh troops quadrupled the size of the Imperial Army’s forces, however, and nearly 20,000 soldiers were ready to retake Henderson Field once and for all.

         But the Allies had also spent their time wisely. With air support restored over Guadalcanal, the US Navy warships returned alongside vital transport vessels. A thousand tonnes of ammunition and supplies were shipped in for the hungry marines, and on the coast jeeps were kept ready to drive 3,000 barrels of aviation fuel to Henderson Field. Landing craft also carried 147 new vehicles to the beach along with 4,000 fresh marines – including an artillery unit with 75-millimetre grenade launchers.

         New massacre settled battle
   

         Japanese commander Harukichi Hyakutake outlined his plans for how Henderson Field should be taken: a smaller force of 3,000 men would make a feint attack west of the runway to fool the Americans into thinking that was where the main attack would come from. But then, 7,000 soldiers would swarm out of the jungle south of Henderson Field in a large-scale attack.

         But while it was easy to draw arrows on a map, moving troops around the tropical island was quite different. Every metre’s march was strenuous, and the monsoon rain added to the misery by making the ground boggy. On 16th October, Lieutenant General Masao Maruyama, who was in charge of the jungle attack, began his onslaught. With swarms of flies and mosquitoes buzzing around their sweaty faces, the infantry chopped through metre-high undergrowth and fought up and down the muddy gullies. The dense jungle hid soldiers from the enemy’s aircraft, but exhaustion bore down on them. The soldiers forced narrow paths through the jungle with machetes, but could not create enough room for their heavy guns, which the Japanese were forced to leave behind.

         On 19th October, the planned date of the attack, troops were nowhere near their intended positions. The action was postponed for three days, but the first exhausted troops still did not reach the launch point for the attack until 24th October – while the rest of their men were strung out along the hacked-out jungle pathways.

         At the US defensive line south of Henderson Field – Lunga Point – the American soldiers sat in their trenches surrounded by sandbags. They had spent night after night in the muddy holes with machine guns aimed constantly at the jungle. On 24th October at 23.00, while tropical rain beat down relentlessly, a division of Japanese suddenly emerged from the bushes and onto open ground in front of the trenches. The land before the guns had been cleared and covered with long stretches of barbed wire.

         “Blood for the Emperor!” screamed the leading Japanese as they ran directly into the Americans’ blanket fire. The dying men deliberately threw themselves onto the barbed wire so that their countrymen, coming up from behind in new attacks could use their bodies as a bridge to cross the barbed wire defences. But the American machine guns toppled them like dominoes. Cartridge belts ratcheted through the automatic guns, and the rifles became so hot they had to be cooled with wet jackets. Every machine gun fired 500 shots per minute: the Japanese didn’t stand a chance.

         At the same time, mortars and grenades were thrown into the jungle, where the remaining Imperial troops were advancing. The explosions tore the limbs from many, yet the Japanese continued attacking undeterred for more than a day.

         Early in the morning of 26th October, General Hyakutake acknowledged that his troops were being tasked with an impossible mission. Demoralised, the surviving Japanese fled 35 kilometres back through the jungle while 3,500 of their comrades lay dead in front of the US positions.

         The emperor gave up Guadalcanal
   

         The attack was the last major ground offensive by the Japanese. When an attempt to land further reinforcements failed during two naval battles in November 1942, the Japanese gave up on the island. In December, they began to evacuate their remaining forces and by early 1943 the last Japanese troops had gone.

         The end of the year also saw Colonel LeRoy Hunt and Lieutenant William Whyte leave the tropical island. The two marines had given the Allies a victory and sent a clear signal that Japan could be beaten. But it had been tough and when the men trudged towards the ships in their tattered uniforms, the months of stress could be seen on their faces. Robert Leckie, who had fought on the island for six months, described the moment he was dragged exhausted on to his transport ship: “I fell with a clatter next to the others … my cheek pressed against the warm grimy deck, my heart beating rapidly not from the exercise, but from happiness.”

         None of the soldiers would miss the jungle fighting, but they would all remember the victory.
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