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Introduction

The Development of the Parachute and Paratrooper Doctrine

Long before World War II, man had been experimenting with the idea of floating to earth underneath some form of parachute-like device. The first form of apparatus used for vertical descent may have been in the shape of a huge umbrella. Ancient manuscripts found in Peking, China, tell the story of acrobats who thrilled crowds by dropping from great heights while suspended beneath huge parasols. In 875 A.D., a monk named Casim reportedly jumped from a hill or cliff using some form of parachute device. Many years later, in 1060, another monk, named Oliver, supposedly made jumps suspended by a parachute device from the tower of a tall monastery.1

During the fifteenth century, the great artist-sculpture-inventor Leonardo da Vinci drew a sketch and described a vertical drop device that he had imagined. “If a man have a tent of linen of which the apertures have all been stopped up,” he wrote, “and it be 12 braccia across and 12 in depth, he will be able to throw himself down from any great height without sustaining any injury.” With a braccia being roughly the length of a man’s arm, or about three feet, da Vinci’s “tent” would measure thirty-six feet by thirty-six feet, somewhat larger than the canopy used by the U.S. Army in World War II, which measured twenty-eight feet in diameter. Supported by a square framework along the bottom and four rising support beams reaching from the four corners and meeting at the center, the device remained only an interesting concept during da Vinci’s life on earth.2

Using a device that was very similar to da Vinci’s design, Fauste Veranzio jumped from a tower in Venice in 1617. Then, in 1783, Sebastian Lenormand of France, while striving to find a way to jump out of a burning building, made a fourteen-foot-diameter canopy and successfully jumped from a tower of “some height.”3 Still, the creation of a World War II–style parachute would have to wait until man could get high enough into the air to make a parachute necessary, a capability that arrived with the hot-air balloon.

The development of the World War II–style parachute really came into being in the late 1700s while work was being done to come up with a new invention, the lighter-than-air balloon. In 1779, while working on the concept, Frenchman Joseph Montgolfier attached a sheep to a seven-foot canopy and dropped it from a tower. The sheep lived, and four years later, Montgolfier and his brother built the first “practical hot-air balloon.”4

As these hot-air balloons gained in popularity and began to rise higher and higher, people started to experiment with vertical descent. In 1785, French balloonist Jean Pierre Blanchard dropped a dog in a parachute harness from a balloon near Paris. Although the dog floated down safely—reportedly barking the entire way—it hit the ground running and never came back.5 Blanchard may have been great with parachutes, but he was a failure when it came to raising animals.

The first successful human jump with a parachute may have been Blanchard himself, who supposedly jumped and ended up breaking his leg. Although Blanchard’s jump lacks verification, another Frenchman, André Garnerin, made a well-documented parachute descent from a balloon on October 22, 1797. Using a canopy measuring twenty-three feet in diameter, Garnerin leaped from a balloon that was a mile and a quarter above Paris. Coming down in an oscillating motion, the only thing Garnerin suffered was acute airsickness.6

The first vertical descent in America was by Pennsylvania balloonist John Wise, who did it without a parachute. In 1838, the theory was being bandied about that a balloon, if deflated correctly, could “form a parachute by the migration of the lower half of the envelope into the upper, thus allowing a controlled descent.” According to Nick Moehlmann of the John Wise Balloon Society, “Wise flew this balloon from Easton, Pa., in bad weather, which caused the balloon to rupture. However, in this unintended test of the contraption, it worked! Wise did not originate the idea but he surely was the first to fly the idea and survive its testing.”7

The first collapsible parachute, capable of being stowed and carried inside some form of packing, was invented by two brothers, Americans Samuel and Thomas Baldwin. In 1887, the two men designed a parachute that could be stowed in a canvas container. Fastened to his body with a rope body harness, Tom Baldwin jumped from a balloon at an altitude of 5,000 feet over San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park on January 30, 1887. With hundreds of people watching from below, “the weight of Tom’s falling body pulled the folded parachute from its container, uncoiling it with the speed of a just-released spring,” wrote historian Gerard M. Devlin. “In less than five seconds, it was fully open, gently lowering him to earth.”8

For the next two decades, everyone was satisfied with watching both men and women take daring leaps from lighter-than-air balloons, but that all changed in 1903 when Orville Wright traveled 120 feet in twelve seconds in the first successful heavier-than-air “flying machine.” Over the next few years, the flying machines, or airplanes, would be improved so that flights became longer in both duration and length. At the same time, however, flights became more dangerous. It was about this time that people began wondering about the practicality of equipping pilots with parachutes. All it took was for someone to come up with a suitable, practical design.9

Perhaps the first man to jump out of a moving airplane was stuntman Grant Morton at Venice, California, in 1911. Utilizing the same type of parachute used to jump out of hot-air balloons, Morton simply climbed out on the wing of a plane with a parachute bundled in his arms. Then Morton jumped off of the wing of the biplane and threw the silk canopy out behind him.10

The first paratrooper-style jump came from an ex-balloonist, U.S. Army Capt. Albert Berry. On March 1, 1912, Berry and his pilot, Anthony Jannus, took off from Kinloch Field near St. Louis. The plane in which they were riding, a 1911 Benoist Headless pusher-type airplane, had the propeller behind the seats. Since the biplane had no sides to protect or enclose the pilot and passenger, both Berry and Jannus sat tied to their seats with their legs hanging down. As the plane neared Jefferson Barracks Army Base south of St. Louis, Berry looked down and spotted an insane asylum. “That’s where we both belong,” he told Jannus.

Once over the base, Jannus began to circle at 1,500 feet while Berry untied himself and climbed down to sit on the axle of the plane’s front wheel-skid. Strapped beneath the plane was a tin “ice-cream-cone-shaped container” housing his parachute. The invention was the idea of balloonist Leo Stevens. According to a U.S. Army Infantry School document, “The cone was tied to the front wheel-skid of the plane and a life-line ran from the suspension lines stowed within the cone, to a belt and a trapeze bar, which supported Berry when he jumped from the undercarriage.” The parachute itself was inside the cone, with old newspapers tucked between the folds to keep them from sticking together. As Albert Berry sat balancing on the front skid of the plane, all he had to do was release the front of the cone, attach the parachute to a harness that he wore, and then leap into space. While he contemplated his fate, a crowd of enlisted men and officers gathered down below.

After releasing the wide end of the cone and attaching the parachute to his harness, Berry said a prayer and slid off his perch. “I dropped so rapidly that I began to feel uneasy whether the parachute would open,” he recalled. “Then I slowed up and knew I was safe. . . . In dropping from a balloon, a parachute opens ordinarily after a 200-foot drop. But my drop was 500 feet before the parachute opened.” When Berry was asked if he would ever do it again, he replied, “Never again! I believe I turned five somersaults on my way down. . . . My course downward . . . was like a crazy arrow. I was not prepared for the violent sensation that I felt when I broke away from the aeroplane.”11

Although Berry had proven that Stevens’s conical parachute container could be used to house a parachute so that a pilot could escape from an airplane, pilots complained that the device was not practical, claiming that it would take too long to unfasten a seatbelt, climb down to the plane’s axle, release the wide end of the cone, secure the parachute to the harness, and then jump clear of a plane that might already be plummeting earthward. Although successful, the device was practically useless.12

With the impracticality of the Stevens container, parachute designers all over the world began to look for better ways for pilots to deploy chutes. Eventually, American Charles Broadwick designed a parachute that was worn in a “parachute coat.” The canopy itself was packed inside a canvas container or backpack attached to a sleeveless “coat” that was slipped over a pilot’s regular clothing. A long length of rope or static line had one end attached to lacing that closed a flap on the backpack and the other attached to a metal hook that the pilot attached to a secure object, such as a wing strut. If the pilot got into trouble, he simply had to jump out of the plane. The weight of the pilot’s body would cause the static line to pull tight and rip open the lacing on the backpack. Another break cord, attached to the canopy, would pull the parachute out of the backpack and then snap in two when that too became too taught. Air would then fill the canopy and the pilot would just drift quietly down to earth. On February 23, 1914, Broadwick tried out his invention, which worked perfectly in the first tethered parachute jump from a moving airplane.13

Within a few months, the world was engaged in the Great War, and hundreds of men were suddenly using the parachute to save their lives. Instead of jumping from crashing airplanes, however, most of the parachutists were dropping out of huge hydrogen-filled observation balloons that had been set on fire by incendiary bullets from enemy airplanes. Most of the pilots in the attacking planes on both sides refused to carry parachutes until it was reported in the fall of 1916 that an Austrian pilot had been saved from a burning plane by jumping out with a parachute. After that, many German and Austrian pilots began taking static-line-activated parachutes up with them. Allied pilots still refused to wear them. A U.S. Army research group noted, “During World War I, very few Allied army pilots carried parachutes because they considered it an unmanly reflection on their courage to do so.”14

Even before the United States had entered World War I, James Floyd Smith, an aviation pioneer, applied for a patent on a new type of parachute. As Smith wrote in his application, the current static line parachute “has a decided disadvantage in that it depends on the aviator being able to jump and drop away from the airplane in order to extend the parachute and cause it to open. If the airplane is falling and the aviator cannot get away from it he may then merely fall with the plane.” Smith’s new design incorporated a small “auxiliary” or pilot chute, the first of its kind. “The small parachute,” he continued, “will catch the air and will extend the main parachute, if the aviator is either falling through the air alone or falling with his machine. If he is falling with his machine, the main parachute will lift him off the machine when it opens.” The pilot chute, as described by Smith, “is small enough so that even without an automatically opening means it may under some circumstances take the air upon being released from the pack, or upon being pulled from the pack by the aviator; and then cause the large chute to be pulled out.”15

Smith packed the pilot chute and the main chute inside a backpack attached to an “H” harness. The two parachutes were placed inside the backpack, and the sides of the pack were folded over and closed by “a thread or loop.” Cords were attached to the folded sides and were of “sufficient strength to cause [the] loops to be broken when the wearer pulls on these cords.” The cords were attached to a single strap that extended across the wearer’s chest “with a central ring or other handle easy for the wearer to grasp.” As Smith indicated, “A pull upon the handle will cause the thread ties of the pack to break and will allow the pack to open.”16

When the war was over, Smith was hired by the U.S. Army to oversee all parachute development at McCook Field north of Dayton, Ohio. Working in conjunction with Lesley Leroy Irvin, a stunt parachutist, Smith improved on his design, and on April 28, 1919, the two men demonstrated their improved parachute. With Smith piloting a DeHavilland biplane, the two men went aloft, and at a speed of 100 miles per hour and a height of 1,500 feet, Irvin dove out of the plane. After a freefall of 500 feet, Irvin finally pulled on the cord, which ripped the enclosing thread on the back of the parachute pack, and the pilot chute spilled out. A second later the main chute was pulled out and caught the wind, blossoming into an air-filled parachute. Using James Floyd Smith’s design, Lesley Irvin had become the first man to jump from an airplane and manually open a parachute after an extended freefall.17

In spite of its merits, all parachutes continued to be snubbed by U.S. Army pilots until October 20, 1922, when Lt. Harold B. Harris ran into trouble over McCook Field while test-flying an experimental monoplane. A U.S. Army pamphlet recorded, “The plane suddenly plunged out of control into a steep dive tearing the wing surfaces to shreds.” Somehow, Harris, wearing a Smith-design parachute, managed to get out of the plane, but he began pulling on the wrong ring because of “his ignorance of the parachute’s operation.” Only 500 feet above the ground, he suddenly realized his mistake and pulled the release ring. As “several hundred Army Air Force personnel” watched from below, Harris’s parachute finally opened, and he floated down, scared but safe. After that, the army pilots “campaigned whole heartedly for the parachute as an item of standard equipment.” In 1924, by order of the U.S. War Department, parachutes became required items for all army and navy flyers.18

On October 17, 1918, while in France during World War I, Col. William “Billy” Mitchell, the head of all American Expeditionary Force air units, came up with a proposal of dropping a massive group of men behind enemy lines via parachutes. Fearful that the upcoming Allied offensive against the city of Metz would run into “division after division of the crack troops of the German Army . . . guarding the direct pathway to this old-world city,” Mitchell suggested the first mass parachute drop of armed troops. To get behind the German divisions, Mitchell proposed supplying an infantry division with “a great number of machine guns” and taking them up in “our large airplanes, which would carry ten or fifteen of these soldiers.” Included in this innovative idea was a plan to “supply them by aircraft with food and ammunition.”19

The commander of the American Expeditionary Force, Gen. John J. Pershing, agreed that the plan was “perfectly feasible” and “obtained the promised use” of about 1,200 twin-engine Handley-Page bombers. Each plane could possibly carry as many as ten of the parachute-equipped infantrymen, so Mitchell and his operations officer, Maj. Lewis H. Brereton, began drawing up plans to drop 12,000 soldiers behind the enemy lines around Metz. Unfortunately for Mitchell and Brereton, the war ended twenty-five days after the proposal was made.20 The armistice of November 11, 1918, killed the first ever combat parachute drop before it had even begun.

Although Mitchell’s mass parachute drop died with World War I, the concept lived on. The first country to make a massed parachute drop was Benito Mussolini’s Fascist Italy. On November 6, 1927, a “collective drop” from CA73 troop carriers of the Regia Aeronautica was made at Cinisello Balsamo, near Milan. By the end of the year, a trained company of Italian troops was ready to be paradropped into battle.21

Six months after the Italian drop, American M/Sgt. Erwin H. Nichols, who had been with Mitchell in France and had been working on the idea of a massed parachute assault, arranged for a demonstration to take place at Brooks Field, Texas, on April 29, 1928. While the army brass watched from below, six enlisted men jumped from six different de Havilland biplanes, while a machine gun was dropped from a Douglas transport. Within minutes, the men and gun were on the ground, and in a short time, the weapon was set up and functional, proving that groups of men and weapons could be dropped from above.22

The following October, a promoted Gen. Billy Mitchell arranged for another demonstration of airborne tactics at Kelly Field, Texas. This time, six soldiers dropped with their machine gun from one plane. Landing safely, the men had the weapon operational in less than three minutes.23 This was another example of what well-trained men could do when dropped from an airplane.

The next year, 1929, in an attempt to impress a number of visiting foreign heads and military attaches, Sergeant Nichols arranged for another demonstration of vertical attack at Brooks Field. As the foreign diplomats and officers looked on, eighteen de Havilland biplanes and three Douglas transports slowly came into view. When above the field, one man jumped from each of the biplanes while thirty-eight cargo containers carrying Lewis machine guns were thrown out of the transports. “In exactly four minutes,” noted the U.S. Army’s Infantry School Quarterly, “the parachutists had the machine guns in operation.”24 Rightfully awed by what they had seen, the foreigners undoubtedly went back and reported the results of the demonstration to their superiors.

The next massed parachute drop came from Josef Stalin’s Soviet Union. In the late 1920s, after some visiting Soviets had witnessed the parachuting craze at American fairs and carnivals, the craze swept across Russia. Almost every large city seemed to have a few parachute towers, and Soviet citizens were encouraged to join clubs and learn how to jump. In 1929, the best of the male jumpers were being “encouraged” to join the military. In August 1931 the Soviet military demonstrated its expertise in parachute training by dropping twenty-four men with rifles and light machine guns from three aircraft. A month later, eleven men jumped behind “enemy” lines from one aircraft during an army training field exercise and captured the “enemy” corps commander and his headquarters.25 The Soviets had just demonstrated one of the advantages of the parachute troops.

In 1931, with the invasion of Manchuria by Japan and a rapidly growing hostile force near its southern border, the Soviet Union decided to modernize its military. As part of this modernization, the Soviets purchased several thousand Smith/Irvin parachutes from the United States and created a test parachute unit out of volunteers from the 11th Rifle Division. Another exercise with the paratroopers was held in 1931, which encouraged young men to volunteer for this new arm of the service, and in 1933, Russia dropped forty-six highly trained soldiers from two huge four-engine transports during another exercise, thereby establishing a new record for mass drops. At that same exercise, Russia also dropped a small tank with a large parachute.26

In 1935, the Soviets continued to experiment with massed parachute drops, sending a full regiment of about 1,200 troopers out of their planes during a major combat exercise near Kiev. Watching down below were a number of foreign observers from nations such as the United States, England, and Germany. American Maj. Philip R. Faymonville commented: “The most important feature of the maneuvers was undoubtedly the mass parachute jump executed from bombing planes in the space of three minutes by infantrymen and machine gunners. . . . The mass parachute jump took place . . . behind the ‘enemy’ lines. The parachute jumpers entrenched themselves in a strongpoint and were ready for defense within a few minutes.” Maj. Gen. Archibald Wavell of England wrote, “We were taken to see a force of about 1500 men dropped by parachute. . . . This parachute descent, though its tactical value may be doubtful, was a most spectacular performance.”27

While Faymonville seemed impressed and Wavell doubted the “tactical value” of paratroopers, the German observers were taking copious notes. By January 1936, the Germans, under the direction of Adolf Hitler, had begun annulling the Treaty of Versailles that ended World War I and prohibited Germany from having a standing army of more than 100,000 men. Germany started building up a massive, modern military machine, and after the German observers returned from Kiev, it was decided to begin the training of a regiment of paratroopers.28

After the 1935 Soviet exercise and then another in 1936, Stalin began his infamous purges, killing thousands of people connected with the Russian military. Among those executed were some of the leading authors of Soviet paratrooper doctrines. With their loss, the effectiveness of the Soviet parachute battalions seemed to fade away, and although the Russians would be the first country to make a combat parachute drop in World War II at Petsamo, Finland, on December 2, 1939, the Russian paratroopers were never quite as effective as they had seemed during the mass jumps of the mid-1930s.29

By then, the world’s leading powers were already developing, or stood ready to develop, airborne forces as important components of their militaries. The Pacific theater would witness a dozen combat parachute drops during the bloody struggle between the United States and Japan.


CHAPTER 1

The Yokosuka 1st Special Naval Landing Force

Near 10:00 A.M. on January 11, 1942, the same day Japan declared war on the Dutch government in exile, the sky over Langoan Airfield near the town of Manado on the island of Celebes in the Netherlands East Indies suddenly filled with the sound of large, twin-engine Japanese planes. Although used to almost daily Japanese air raids, the Dutch defenders watched in amazement as small “dots” began to fall from the tight V-formations and blossom into open parachutes. The vital airfield on the long, thin Minahassa Peninsula—within striking distance of essential Dutch oil installations on other islands to the south—was under attack from above. The first combat parachute drop of the Pacific War was underway.1

The troops dropping from the airplanes were members of the Yokosuka 1st Special Naval Landing Force (SNLF), a special unit of paratroopers from the Japanese Navy. Formed in November 1940, the paratroopers were highly trained to be dropped behind enemy lines to secure an objective until relieved by troops who came ashore in the more conventional way. Another purpose was noted by historian Graham Donaldson, “The Japanese Navy had the concept of intending to disable airfields, [thereby] preventing interference by enemy warplanes on an amphibious landing by coordinating the timing of their seaborne assault and parachute drop to create maximum surprise at the point of contact.” Langoan Airfield, just north of Manado, was deemed important enough to warrant the inaugural drop of the special navy paratroopers.2

To arrive over the airfield at the designated time, the paratroopers had left Davao Airfield on the southeast coast of Mindanao Island in the Philippines at 6:30 A.M. in twenty-eight twin-engine Mitsubishi G3M-L3Y1 Type 96 transport planes, code-named “Tina” by the Americans. Flying almost due south for 380 miles, each transport, a conversion of the Mitsubishi G3M “Nell” long-range bomber, carried three crewmen, twelve paratroopers, and two cargo containers filled with weapons, ammunition, and personal equipment such as canteens and haversacks. Five more of the essential cargo containers were carried beneath each plane.3

As the transports headed south over the Celebes Sea, they flew in tight five-plane V-formations. While the planes were still north of Celebes, the flight was mistakenly attacked by a Mitsubishi F1M2 Naval Type O observation floatplane protecting the Japanese amphibious force. One transport plane was shot down with everyone aboard before the floatplane crew realized that they were firing on their own planes. Later, as the flight neared Celebes, Zero aircraft from the light carrier Zuiho arrived to provide fighter support to the transports.4

Even before the transport planes left Davao, an amphibious force of about 2,500 men of the navy’s Sasebo Combined Special Naval Landing Force (CSNLF) began landing in two places along the Minahassa Peninsula, which curves up and over the top of Celebes Island like a wild narrow ribbon. After Japanese destroyers pounded the landing areas, part of the Sasebo CSNLF came ashore at 3:00 A.M. at Kema, on the southern side of the peninsula, while the other half came ashore an hour later at Manado, on the northern side.5

There to defend the entire Manado area were 1,500 Dutch and native soldiers, mostly irregulars or over-age men. More than one third of the defenders were over fifty, and most of the men were poorly trained and poorly equipped. Small in number, the Troepencommando Manado Force, as it was called, had to cover both the northern and southern coasts of the peninsula against waterborne attacks, as well as two airfields in the immediate area, Mapanget Airfield (also known as Manado I) and Langoan Airfield (Manado II), from airborne attack. The commander of the defense force, Maj. B. F. A. Schilmöller, had put most of his men behind the two shorelines but had sent about 600 men under Capt. W. C. van den Berg to cover the airfields. Even though there were no Dutch airplanes at either field, Schilmöller reasoned that the Japanese might try to seize the landing strips to help further their expansion toward the other more vital oil-rich islands to the south.6

On the morning of January 11, 1942, when the Japanese parachute invasion began, there were approximately 450 men and one overvalwagen (an open-top motor car fitted with armor plates) under the command of Sgt. Maj. H. J. Robbemond at Langoan Airfield. The rest of the men and three more overvalwagens, all under the tactical command of 1st Lt. J. G. Wielinga, were being held in reserve nearby.7

After the escorting Zero fighters from the Zuiho and perhaps even a few bombers from Mindanao strafed and bombed the Langoan area, the Type 96 transports flew over the airfield in their five-plane V-formations. As the planes came in at an altitude of 500 feet and a speed of about 115 miles per hour, the first Japanese paratroopers rose to their feet and prepared to unload from the planes.8

A U.S. War Department study suggested what might have happened aboard each plane as it neared the drop zones:

At the order “prepare to jump” the static-line swivel ring is attached firmly to the proper place in the fuselage. With everything in readiness, the command “stand by for the jump” is communicated by three successive buzzer signals, each of 1-second duration. One purpose of this warning is apparently to give the paratroopers an opportunity to take a deep breath. This is regarded by the Japanese as a very important preliminary to jumping. When the “stand by” signal is given, the door of the plane is opened, and the first trooper in the jump line assumes his stance. After a 1-second interval, the command to jump is given by a single buzzer sound of 2-second duration. In the event of a sudden emergency which requires the jump to be held up, a rapidly repeated short buzzer signal is given.9

Undoubtedly, the first men out of the planes were from the 1st Company (139 men) led by Lieutenant (junior grade) Mutaguchi. The succeeding planes would be carrying the 2nd Company (137 men) under Lieutenant (junior grade) Saito, the headquarters group (44 men) under Cdr. Toyoaki Horiuchi, and a signal unit (14 men). In all, 334 men—minus 12 that had been killed in the accidentally downed transport plane—would be dropping on Langoan Airfield.10

The U.S. War Department study went on to explain what happened when each Japanese paratrooper exited the plane: “When the order is given to jump the parachutist leaps out at about a 70-degree angle of incidence. The jump position is held while falling until the opening of the parachute. The parachutist’s back is turned towards the plane so that the suspension line and canopy will draw out smoothly without fouling. The Japanese parachute is expected to open in 4 seconds, after a free fall of about 150 feet.”11

At a rate of descent of about fifteen feet per second, the navy paratroopers dropping over Langoan Airfield would hit the ground about twenty-eight seconds after exiting the plane. As the troopers neared the ground, they held their feet together and prepared for the sudden shock. “[The] resultant shock of hitting the ground,” noted the War Department study, “is declared to be equivalent to a fall from a height of about 4½ to 5 feet.”12

During the twenty-four seconds that the paratroopers spent floating to the ground after their four-second freefall, the Dutch defenders fired all kinds of small arms at the invaders. Although lacking proper antiaircraft guns and even proper firearms, they used whatever they had to try to repel the assault, including several British Vickers machine guns and a Danish Madsen light machine gun on the overvalwagen.13
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After hitting the ground, each paratrooper twisted the metal disc-shaped junction box over his chest and smacked it with his hand to release the straps of his parachute. After throwing off the harness, the trooper then pulled an 8-millimeter semiautomatic Nambu-manufactured Type 94 (1934) pistol from a specially designed angled pistol pocket sewn on the right chest of his olive-green jump uniform. At the same time, he probably reached for his two high-explosive hand grenades, Type-97 (1937) or Type 99 (1939), which were carried in two specially sewn angled pockets on the left side of his chest. With these meager arms in hand, each paratrooper then rushed toward a cargo container to gather up his main weapon.14

The entire Langoan Airfield was covered with very short grass, which made it easy to spot the forty-two-inch-long aluminum cargo carriers. Tearing open the strap, the men found their equipment: haversack; canteen; waist belt with holster, bayonet and scabbard, and rifle ammunition pouches; and of course their rifle, machine gun, or grenade discharger. The main weapon for most of the invaders was an Arisaka bolt-action 6.5-millimeter Meiji Type 38 (1905) carbine. At only 34.2-inches long and seven pounds, five ounces, the five-round, magazine-fed Meiji carbine was ideal for use by the paratroopers.15

For added firepower, a few of the men were issued the Nambu-manufactured 7.7-millimeter Type 99 (1939) light machine gun. With a detachable quick-change barrel, removable stock, and hollow pistol grip that folded forward to cover the trigger guard and trigger, the Type 99 light machine gun was ideally suited for storage in the tight paratrooper cargo carriers. Ammunition was fed to the weapon through the top of the breech and had a rate of fire of 250 to 900 rounds per minute, depending on how fast the magazines were changed.16

To add some punch to the raiding paratroopers, each rifle section had two or three 50-millimeter Type 89 (1929) grenade dischargers. Mistakenly called a “knee mortar” by the Americans because of a curved base, which some American soldiers thought had to be placed against the trooper’s thigh as he kneeled down to fire, the Type 89 grenade launcher had a rifled barrel that could throw a shell about 730 yards. The effective range, however, was closer to 135 yards. Although the mortar could be fired by one man, it was designed to be crewed by three and could be broken down into three sections, which made it a perfect “heavy punch” weapon for paratroopers.17

While the navy paratroopers scrambled for their main weapons, the Dutch defenders continued to fire at them. Some of the Japanese troopers fell close to the prepared enemy pillboxes and, instead of going for the cargo containers, engaged the defenders with pistols and hand grenades, giving their fellow troopers time to gain access to the heavier weapons. According to one historian, “Although sources do not elaborate as to the exact methods the Japanese used here, one can surmise that they made use of the high explosive, tear gas, and white phosphorous grenades typically distributed to airborne troops—plus more than a hint of élan instilled into these elite troops.” Once the rifles, light machine guns, and grenade launchers were retrieved, the tide began to turn in favor of the paratroopers.18

By 10:20 A.M., some twenty-eight minutes after the first man exited the lead transport aircraft, all of the paratroopers were on the ground. As they gathered in small groups around the cargo containers and then moved forward to engage the enemy, the native defenders seemed to melt away. Still, many of the Dutch infantrymen, retired members of the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army, fought on valiantly.19

As the Japanese pressed outward against the Dutch defenses, the overvalwagen that Sergeant Major Robbemond had at the airfield was eventually captured. Two more armored cars that had been out on patrol had been ordered to the defense of the airfield by Captain van den Berg. As the two vehicles approached, they came under heavy fire from the paratroopers. One car had its engine shot to pieces and came to a dead stop, but the other managed to reach the airfield itself and cause quite a stir before eventually fleeing. The first counterattacking overvalwagen, although immobilized, had two native gunners who continued to fire their light machine gun until the rest of the crew managed to escape. Then, although both men were wounded, they too managed to get away from the advancing Japanese paratroopers.20

Elsewhere, the two Japanese amphibious invasions were moving along quite well. At 3:00 A.M., men from the Sasebo CSNLF had landed unopposed near Kema and quickly brought ashore three tanks. Around 9:00 A.M., the invaders reached the city of Ajermadidih, halfway across the peninsula to Manado. Cpl. Pinon Toan, one of the native defenders, recalled what happened next: “The fighting seemed to last forever. We must have hit a lot of them but they outnumbered us completely and kept on coming.” By mid-afternoon, Ajermadidih was in Japanese hands, and the invaders were heading toward the back door of Manado.21

At the front door, nearly a thousand troops from the Sasebo CSNLF came ashore at approximately 4:00 A.M. While the Dutch and native defenders retreated in the face of the advancing Japanese, the invaders landed four tanks and quickly pushed south toward Langoan Airfield, about twenty-five miles away. A sharp firefight broke out near Tinoör, about eight miles south of Manado, and although three of the four tanks were disabled, the Japanese finally managed to overrun the defenders. By 3:00 P.M., the town was in Japanese hands.22

In spite of the stubborn resistance put up by the Dutch defenders at Langoan Airfield, the entire facility had been overrun by the Yokosuka 1st SNLF by 11:25 A.M. While a few men rounded up the captured Dutch and native defenders, the rest of the paratroopers began hurrying toward the small town of Kakas near the southern edge of Lake Tondano, a few miles north of the airfield. Near 3:00 P.M., two four-engine Kawanishi H6K5 Type 97 “Mavis” flying boats would be landing on the lake with the medical unit and the antitank unit and their two guns. As the men rushed northward, however, they came across a hastily constructed Dutch roadblock manned by about 150 men, one antitank gun, and the fourth armored car. After a spirited fight, the Japanese naval paratroopers overran the roadblock and chased off or killed most of the defenders. By 2:50 P.M., Kakas was in the hands of the victorious Japanese paratroopers.23

Seven minutes later, at 2:57 P.M., the two Mavis flying boats of the Lake Tondano Landing Group successfully landed with the eleven men of the medical unit and the ten men of the antitank gun unit. Brought ashore was one Type 94 37-millimeter antitank gun, which weighed 850 pounds and was a copy of the German split-trail 37-millimeter gun. The weapon was designed to be easily disassembled, and the several parts could then be dropped separately by parachute for reassembly on the ground. This time, though, the nearby location of Lake Tondano allowed the gun to be carried in by floatplane. “By the time these guns [sic] were ferried ashore and brought up,” noted a U.S. Army historian, “the battle of the airfield was over. . . . [The four overvalwagens] encountered in the operation had been destroyed by other means.”24

At the end of the day, the naval paratroopers held Langoan Airfield, the town of Kakas, the southern end of Lake Tondano, and some of the surrounding area. The entire battle had taken about five hours. “The plan for the attack,” noted a U.S. Army study, “was predicated on the coordination of the paratrooper attack with landings from the sea, but the airborne attack succeeded so quickly that this proved unnecessary.” At 6:30 A.M. the next day, January 12, the 2nd Drop Group, consisting of the 3rd Company under Lieutenant (junior grade) Sonobe (185 men), and additional supplies were dropped onto Langoan Airfield from eighteen transport planes. This second group had no trouble gathering its weapons and gear and, along with the first group, moved north into Manado, finding the town evacuated. Linking up with the Sasebo CSNLF, which had come ashore by boat, the paratroopers succeeded beyond all expectations in completing their first assigned mission.25

However, at the end of the second day, Commander Horiuchi and his Japanese paratroopers negated all of their superb actions by executing “a large number of KNIL [Royal Netherlands East Indies Army] POW’s.” Among those executed were Lieutenant Wielinga, the officer in charge of the reserve troops and the hastily constructed roadblock, and Sergeant Major Robbemond, who led the men defending the airfield. Even though the Yokosuka 1st SNLF had killed about 140 Dutch and native defenders and had captured 48 others, they had suffered many casualties. Including their dead from the downed transport, the paratroopers lost between 32 and 35 men, including 1 captain, 2 lieutenants, and 2 noncommissioned officers. According to two different sources, they suffered another 32 or 90 wounded—high casualty rates for an attacking force of only 334 paratroopers. With such high losses, the navy paratroopers took vengeance upon the defenders by bayoneting or beheading many of their captives.26

Surprise, shock, and intense training had paid off in this first combat parachute drop in the Pacific War. The Yokosuka 1st SNLF had done extremely well for itself. Before the end of the second day, ten Mitsubishi A6M “Zero” fighters and a Mitsubishi C5M “Babs” reconnaissance plane had landed at the Langoan Airfield. In a short time, the captured airstrip would be used to provide essential air cover for Japanese expansion southward, including additional attacks on Celebes.27 The naval paratroopers could rightly be proud of their success and hard training.

Unfortunately, the Yokosuka 1st SNLF would never make another combat airdrop after the attack on Langoan Airfield on Celebes. In spite of their success, the men would remain at the captured airfield until April 24, when they were eventually broken up into smaller units and sent to attack other nearby islands via naval landing craft.28

In the meantime, the Japanese continued the conquest of Celebes. On January 24, an amphibious invasion landed opposite Kendari on the southeast side of the island. Encountering weak resistance, the Japanese took Kendari that day and captured the nearby Kendari Airdrome, “the best in the Netherlands East Indies,” one day later. “From Kendari [Airdrome],” noted Lt. Cmdr. F. C. van Oosten, who fought with the Dutch defenders, “East Java now lay within range of Japanese bombers.”29
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On February 9, almost 8,000 Japanese troops from Kendari landed south of the capital city of Makassar, on the southwest tip of Celebes. Once again facing only slight resistance, the Japanese captured the town by nightfall. The few Dutch and native defenders fled into the interior of the island to wage a guerrilla war, but by the end of the month, after the desertion of most of the native troops, about 300 Dutch soldiers surrendered. Celebes Island and its vital airfields were securely in the hands of the Japanese invaders.30

The entire Yokosuka 1st SNLF was reassembled at the town of Makassar in November 1942 for transport back to Japan. “Its strength was heavily depleted by malaria and other endemic diseases,” reported a U.S. Army researcher. “Yokosuka 3 [SNLF] also returned to Japan about this time [from a combat parachute drop on Timor Island, Netherlands West Indies].” Eventually, the Yokosuka 3rd SNLF would be consolidated with the Yokosuka 1st SNLF under Lt. Cmdr. Tatsue Karashima, and in September 1943, the combined 1,100-man unit would be sent out to defend the island of Saipan in the Marianas. In January 1944, before the U.S. invaded Saipan, 200 members of the combined unit were detached and sent to help protect Rabaul, New Britain. On the way, however, the group was diverted to Truk Atoll in the Carolines, where they quietly sat out the remainder of the war.31

On the night of June 16–17, 1944, the Yokosuka 1st SNLF was decimated in an uncoordinated attack with a couple of other Japanese units against the U.S. Marine Corps invaders of Saipan. By the end of the Saipan campaign on July 7, almost all of the Yokosuka 1st SNLF, the elite Japanese naval paratroopers, had been virtually wiped out while fighting as conventional infantrymen.32


CHAPTER 2

Dash Forward

Like many other nations that fought in World War II, Japan began the organization of its parachute units only after the successes of Russian paratroopers in Finland and German paratroopers in Holland and Belgium and especially on the island of Crete. At the insistence of War Minister and Chief of the Army General Staff Hideki Tojo, Japan began raising paratroop units to help in its destined conquest of Asia. Always rivals for everything from weapons to supplies, both the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) and the Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) began laying plans for the training of paratroopers. The first actually to act on the plans was the navy.1

Based out of the Yokosuka Naval Air Station on Tokyo Bay, a small “study and trials unit” of twenty-six men under the command of Lt. (jg) Masao Yamabe was formed in November 1940. Officially designated the 1001 Go Jikken Kenkyu (1001st Experimental Research Unit), the group began researching the use of navy paratroopers in combat as well as the right techniques and equipment for the task. The first few experimental “jumps” used weighted dummies, but on January 15, 1941, the group felt that they had accumulated enough information to perform their first live jump.2

In June 1941, with their research completed, the 1001st Experimental Research Unit was moved to the IJN’s nearby Tateyama Ordnance School and began accepting volunteers for a navy parachute unit. Each volunteer had to have at least two years of service in the IJN and could be no older than thirty years of age.3

In September, Navy Minister Oikawa Koshiro ordered the formation of two naval parachute units, both of which were to be ready for active duty by early November. The two new units were designated the Yokosuka 1st Special Naval Landing Force (SNLF), led by Cdr. Toyoaki Horiuchi, which was officially organized on September 20, and the Yokosuka 2nd Special Naval Landing Force, led by Cdr. Kiyoshi Tomonari and officially organized on October 15. The IJN had a number of special naval landing forces or Tokubetsu Rikusentai, similar to the U.S. Marines, to spearhead amphibious landings and seize special terrain or objectives, but only the Yokosuka SNLFs were parachute units. (The prefix of a SNLF indicated the naval base at which each unit had been raised—in this case, the Yokosuka Naval Air Station.)4

Each force was to consist of approximately 850 men, although it appears as though only about 750 were parachute trained, the rest being organized as “administrative and logistic base” personnel. Each SNLF would have a headquarters with approximately 22 men and a headquarters company with 187 men, split into a medical unit, transportation unit, communication unit, and other units. There was also a command platoon of about 31 people (broken into command, reconnaissance, and runner squads), an antitank unit (approximately 31 men), and three infantry companies. Each infantry company was to have about 193 men broken into a command platoon (23 men), three infantry platoons (48 men each), and a heavy machine-gun platoon (26 men). Each infantry platoon would have three rifle squads with 11 or 12 men each, and a grenade launcher squad with another 11 men. The heavy machine-gun platoon would consist of two equal squads of 11 men each.5

To get approximately 1,500 paratroopers ready for combat in less than two months meant that the training had to be short and intense. The first class lasted just one week while the second was extended to ten days. Thereafter, all recruits were put through a two-week training regimen. According to Gordon Rottman and Akira Takizawa, each day consisted of “two hours’ gymnastics, one hour of trapeze and jump practice, three hours of parachute maintenance, and one-hour lecture on some aspects of parachuting.”6

When each class was ready, the instructors took the men up in airplanes. The first thing a new recruit had to do was throw a dummy attached to a parachute that he had packed himself out of the plane “as a confidence builder.” From then on, each recruit had to make a total of six jumps, with the first training drop coming on November 16. Because the practice jumps were made over Tokyo Bay, where there were strong winds, “several men died when they were caught in squalls or landed in the water.”7

On November 20, 1941, a portion of the Yokosuka 1st SNLF was split off to form a nucleus for a third navy parachute unit, the Yokosuka 3rd SNLF under the leadership of Lt. Cdr. Koichi Fukumi. However, before the Yokosuka 1st SNLF went into combat, it was brought back up to its fighting strength of approximately 750 parachute-trained personnel.8

Only a month after the Japanese navy began experimenting with a parachute unit, the army began training its own special shock troops. Using its flight training school at Hamamatsu Airbase on the south coast of Honshu Island, the army formed the first Raiding Training Unit in December 1940 under the leadership of Lt. Col. Keigo Kawashima. Acting under total secrecy, ten army air services officers with no formal training in parachuting began studying all available information on combat parachute drops. It was their job to write the training manuals and develop the proper techniques for training and implementation of combat parachute drops. Using weighted dummies, the ten men made several experimental drops before carrying out their first live jumps on February 20, 1941.9

In mid-February, with manual in hand, half of the training unit moved to Ichigaya Base near Tokyo. There the air service officers began using the edicts of the new manual to teach about 250 volunteers, all noncommissioned officers in the IJA, in the techniques of parachuting in order to form a backbone for a training cadre. Later, with the formation of a second class, privates were also accepted.10

From the very start, requirements for getting into the army’s parachute unit were rigid. Most of the volunteers were between the ages of twenty and twenty-five, and officers could be no older than twenty-eight, though the regimental commanders could be as old as thirty-five. The men were carefully selected from infantry, engineer, and communication troops and had to go through a “strict medical examination.” A U.S. Army historian wrote in 1942, “[I]t is reported that two steel globular cages about 5 feet in diameter, with a seat inside and an opening at eye-level in front of the seat, are used in training parachutists to overcome giddiness and in rejecting those who prove unsatisfactory. A trainee is strapped in the seat, and the cage then rolled about. Immediately upon stopping, the candidate must read satisfactorily certain letters and figures which are held opposite the eye-level opening in the cage.”11

Additional psychological and physical tests were given, including, reportedly, locking a subject in a room with controlled air pressure. A U.S. Army study reported, “Many applicants are eliminated in the preliminary examinations, only the superior candidates being chosen.” In the belief that paratroopers had to have cat-like abilities to land safely, those volunteers who were accepted were given intense physical fitness training, similar to that of gymnasts. Although it was no easy task to become a paratrooper or to stay one, the added benefit of extra pay, extra privileges, and extra prestige might have been worth the trouble.12

In March 1941, the trainees at Ichigaya were moved to Tokorozawa, about eighteen miles from downtown Tokyo, where equipment for jumping and landing had been set up. Although much of the training consisted of being rigged into a harness, pulled up to the rafters of the training site, and then dropped to the floor below, additional training came from an unexpected place—a Tokyo amusement park. Tamagawa Amusement Park had a special ride that featured a 165-foot parachute drop. Rottman and Takizawa describe it: “[T]hrill seekers were attached to a canopy that was hoisted by cable before being released to float to the ground. Because the existence of the paratroop unit was secret, trainees were directed to visit the park disguised as university students, to experience a couple of simulated descents.”13

In May 1941, as tensions between Japan and the United States heated up over the American embargo of goods to Japan because of Japans expansion into China and southeast Asia, General Tojo transferred the army parachute training units to Baichengzu in Manchuria because the number of trainees was becoming too large for the Hamamatsu school. It was felt that Manchuria’s remoteness would preserve the secrecy of the paratroopers, which was still a secret organization. However, that remoteness caused problems for a unit that was still trying to find and develop new equipment. After only a few months, in August 1941, the army parachutists were moved back to Japan and set up a permanent training center at Nyutabaru on the island of Kyushu.14

Training for the army volunteers was originally set at three months but was later cut to only two, “probably in an effort to speed up the very small force then available for combat duty—some two and a half battalions.” In 1942, the U.S. Army studied the airborne training of the Japanese army paratroopers and reported that their instruction consisted of five stages:

The first stage began with somersaults and the second stage with jumps from a table, the height gradually increasing to 12 feet. In the third stage, troops jumped from platforms from 12 to 25 feet high onto sand pits. The fourth stage progressed to controllable parachute jumps from a 350-foot tower, the parachute being attached to the tower by a rope. . . . The fifth stage of training consisted of “first” jumps from slow-flying aircraft at 4,000 feet. Later jumps were made at lower altitudes, and from faster aircraft.15

As detailed by the U.S. military, the first stage of Japanese training consisted of “mat exercises, tumbling, somersaults, and leg-strengthening exercises.” The trainees engaged in a number of different sports and cross-country runs in order to strengthen their bodies and minds and develop endurance. They were given courses in hand-to-hand combat, judo, and bayonet fighting. “Trainees found physically or mentally unfit are eliminated so that only a highly selective group remains.”

During the second and third stages of training, where the trainees were jumping from tables and platforms of gradually increasing height, attention was paid to the “methods of hitting the ground and rolling.” At this same time, the parachutists were given courses in folding, inspection, and maintenance of their parachutes. To eliminate trainees who were prone to airsickness, the second and third training stages also included familiarization flights in actual airplanes, which went through slight “aerial acrobatics.”

In the fourth stage of training, the hopeful parachutists made static line jumps from 350 to 400 feet high towers. During their drop, the trainees were expected to show how to control “oscillation” and “steering” by manipulating the shroud lines. Control of the parachute was also taught on the ground, by having the trainees hang suspended from the rafters of a hanger.16

Finally, in the fifth stage the blossoming paratroopers were actually taken aloft and allowed to jump out of a moving aircraft. Each army trainee had to make four actual jumps. The first was an individual drop. For the second, the trainees dropped “one after another at intervals.” The third jump was a “group jump,” and the fourth was made with the arms and equipment that the individual soldier would need in combat. The U.S. Army’s historians noted, “Jumpers were trained to delay opening of the parachute until 250 to 350 feet from the ground. They were told that such timing reduced the time of exposure to cold, and eliminated to some degree drift and danger from ground fire.” American officials determined that the Japanese aimed at having a planeload of twelve men jump in ten seconds, which would spread the group out over approximately 730 yards.17

Once the initial group of volunteers was sufficiently trained, it was broken into cadres to absorb the new trainees. Even so, the parachutists were “probably the one branch of the entire Japanese Army that was not fully prepared for action” when the war started. “[W]hen the war came in December,” wrote the U.S. Military Intelligence Service, “the Japanese found themselves with a number of parachute battalions in training but only one composed of sufficiently well-trained men to permit its use at the front.” And even this group, reported the American officials, “had had little combined training with other ground troops or with the Air Corps, and had never participated in any large-scale maneuvers.”18

On December 1, 1941, there were enough trained army paratroopers to form the 1st Raiding Regiment (Dai 1 Teishin Rentai) under the command of Maj. Takeo Takeda. (Teishin means “to dash forward” or “advance dangerously.”) Five classes had been trained, and personnel from the first three classes—about 800 men—were formed into the new regiment. A few days later, in anticipation of another regiment being formed from the remaining two classes, the 1st Raiding Brigade (Dai 1 Teishin Dan), commanded by Col. Seiichi Kume, was established, along with the 1st Raiding Brigade Headquarters and the 1st Raiding Flying Regiment, an air transport group. In January 1942, the 2nd Raiding Regiment was formed under the command of Maj. Takeo Komura and added to the 1st Raiding Brigade.19

Instead of being the standard size of a typical Japanese army infantry regiment—roughly 3,800 men—each highly trained and specialized army parachute regiment contained only about 700 men. Each regiment included a regimental headquarters group, three rifle companies, and an engineer company. Each of the rifle companies consisted of approximately 6 officers and 190 enlisted men and contained a company headquarters, three rifle platoons, a heavy machine-gun platoon, and an antitank gun section. The engineer company had a company headquarters and three engineer platoons employing flamethrowers and demolition charges.20

The three rifle platoons within each company contained 1 officer and 58 enlisted men and were made up of three rifle sections, each with about 19 enlisted men. In addition to their regular firearms, each rifle section carried one light machine gun and two or three grenade dischargers. The heavy machine-gun platoon also had 1 officer and 58 enlisted men but employed two or more heavy machine guns. The antitank gun section, with about 7 enlisted men, was equipped with one antitank weapon.21

While training of both the army and navy paratroopers was progressing, Japanese officials had been trying to find the right equipment, clothing, and weapons for these highly specialized units. The first thing that had to be found was the right type of parachute. Initially, a Type 89 Model 3, developed in 1929, was tried. It was a backpack parachute with an emergency chest chute that was modified to be opened by static line. This proved to be unsatisfactory because upon landing, the emergency chest-worn chute often struck the wearer in the chin.22

Another type that was tried was the Type 92 (1932) backpack-style parachute, which also had a chest-mounted emergency chute. This one, however, required the wearer to open the main chute with a ripcord instead of a static line, which resulted in a few training deaths. The next one that was tried, the Type 97 Model 2 (1937) parachute, was a seatpack, ripcord parachute that used a “two-point suspension.” This was found to be too hard to control because the canopy was only twenty-four-feet in diameter, “too small to support a paratrooper and his equipment safely,” which caused the wearer to oscillate “dangerously during the descent which was made at excessive speed.”23

The style of parachute that was finally adopted was the Type 1 (1941). Rottman and Takizawa describe the design:

The Type 1 (1941) parachute was developed specifically for paratroopers. . . . This static line-operated backpack had a harness based on the British X-type quick release box, with four attaching straps fastened to a junction box over the chest. To release the harness a metal disc on the box was twisted a quarter turn and struck with the hand; this released three of the straps, allowing the jumper to throw off the harness quickly. The Type-1 had . . . two pairs of web straps that fastened the canopy suspension lines permanently to the harness at the shoulders.24

For the army, the parachute had an olive-drab harness with a pack that was orange in color with a dark green tape trim. The navy paratroopers used the identical olive-drab harness but the pack was manufactured in reverse colors: dark green fabric with orange tape trim. Most parachutes were manufactured by the Fujikura Aircraft Industry Company of Tokyo. “Reserve parachutes,” noted Rottman and Takizawa, “were seldom used on operational jumps.” The low altitude at which the Japanese parachutists were expected to jump allowed no time to deploy a reserve chute anyway.25

The Japanese Army paratroopers wore the standard army olive-drab cotton or wool uniform and olive-drab puttees that wrapped around the calves. The brown boots were slightly higher than the regular infantry boot. A light, olive-green smock with long sleeves and knee-length legs was worn over the top of the clothing and was undoubtedly influenced by the smock worn by the highly successful German Fallschirmjägers. The idea of this smock was to cover the combat equipment worn underneath and prevent it from getting caught in the parachute lines. Snaps at the legs and front of the smock allowed the wearer to quickly rip the garment off once the parachute harness was removed.26

The Japanese Navy paratroopers did not wear a jump smock and instead wore special clothing designed to serve as “both a jump suit and combat uniform.” The two-piece uniform was olive-drab in color and consisted of a hip-length jacket and trousers. Some versions of the jacket had an angled pistol pocket sewn along the right chest and a two-grenade pocket sewn along the left chest. The other versions came with two large bellows cargo pockets on the chest for a pistol and hand grenades and three smaller pockets on each side of the skirt for ammunition and more grenades. All of the pockets on both versions were secured by snaps and were placed strategically in order not to interfere with the placement of the parachute harness.27

The trousers worn by the navy paratroopers were also specially designed and were tapered and very close fitting to prevent snagging. The waist was closed with tie-tapes, and the pants were held up with adjustable suspenders. The trousers had five pockets: “one at the left hip designed to hold signal flags with telescoping rods, a snap-fastened pocket on each calf, and two general-purpose, snap-fastened hip pockets.” Silk-wrapped rubber instep straps were attached to the bottoms of the trouser legs to pass under the wearers’ instep and keep the pants securely inside the high-top black leather boots.28

During training, the army paratroopers wore rubber helmets covered with olive-drab or tan fabric, with a side-and-neck piece that tied under the chin. Small ear holes in the side allowed the wearer to hear commands. The yellow five-pointed star of the Imperial Japanese Army was embroidered onto a piece of fabric and then sewn in the center of the cover. In combat, the rubber practice helmets were switched to steel ones covered with the same design of fabric.29

The navy paratroopers, on the other hand, used a dark brown leather Type 30 summer flight helmet while in training. In combat, they wore a light olive-drab cap similar to a field cap but with a side-and-neck piece under a steel helmet cover. The steel helmet, sometimes decorated with a yellow navy anchor in the front, was kept in place with canvas tie tapes.30

The insignia for the army paratroopers consisted of an embroidered golden eagle with wings extended straight out to its sides and head turned all the way to the right. The eagle had a short spear for a tail and was perched on a scarlet circle. The insignia was given to “the Raiding Force commander and officers and their subordinates who are attached to a Raiding Force and have been appointed as parachutists.” This qualification “wings” badge was a special paratrooper Order of the Golden Kite (Kinshi Kunsho). The design symbolized the mythical messenger of the gods’ “golden kite,” which, according to legend, had “by the dazzling light of its plumage, so blinded the enemy host facing Emperor Jimmu Tenno that the course of battle was changed.” The badge was meant to be worn centered on the right sleeve of the uniform jacket but, as a U.S. Army historian reported, “it has not been reported seen in action.”31

Another patch issued to the army paratroopers was the special 1st Raiding Brigade insignia, which was to be worn centered on the left sleeve of the jacket. The insignia was a scarlet circle with a crude scarlet sword pointing up through the circle from lower left to upper right. Later, the patch would be used to represent the entire 1st Raiding Group.32

The uniform insignia for the navy paratrooper was a circular patch with two crossed, open parachutes superimposed over a navy anchor. A small cherry blossom was placed above the anchor. When worn on the winter uniform, the colors of the anchor, parachutes, and cherry blossom were red silk on a deep, dark blue background. For the summer uniform, the colors for the anchor, parachutes, and cherry blossom were black on a white background.33

Standard combat equipment issued to the army paratroopers included a brown leather waist belt with one or two thirty-round brown leather cartridge boxes, a brown leather pistol holster, and a brown leather bayonet frog. Individual equipment varied but always included a canvas haversack and a canteen. Other equipment might include spare clothing, a small first-aid kit, seventeen-pocket bandoleers, mosquito net, gloves, semaphore flags, a small shovel, special rations, and even chopsticks. Additionally, officers might carry binoculars, a flashlight, and a haversack with maps and writing equipment.34

For weapons, all of the airborne soldiers were given 8-millimeter semiautomatic pistols. The army offered their men either the Nambu-manufactured Type 14 (1925) or Type 94 (1934) pistol while the navy preferred to issue its troopers only the Type 94. Both units also carried the Meiji Type 30 (1897) bayonet with a 15½-inch blade, and at least two high-explosive grenades. A few personnel would have carried the magnetic antitank mine in its issued canvas pouch.35

While the navy paratroopers’ main weapon was the Type 38 carbine, the standard rifle issued to the army paratroopers was the Arisaka bolt-action 7.7-millimeter Type 99 short rifle, which used a five-round fixed magazine. Although weighing only nine pounds, eight ounces, the Type 99 measured forty-four inches long and was considered too long to be carried by the individual jumper while descending to the ground. All of the rifles therefore had to be dropped in separate cargo containers, which were attached to external racks on the transport planes.36

Added firepower for each platoon was provided by the Nambu Type 99 light machine gun. Extra punch for each rifle section came from two or three 50-millimeter Type 89 (1929) grenade dischargers, the misnamed “knee mortar.” Made with the curved base, some American soldiers mistakenly thought that the grenade discharger had to be placed against one’s thigh to be fired and received severe injuries.37

Three types of antitank weapons were available to the different antitank gun sections of both the army and navy paratroopers, but only one gun was issued per section. One kind was the Type 94 37-millimeter antitank gun, copied after the German 37-millimeter gun.38 Another available antitank weapon was the Type 97 20-millimeter antitank rifle. The automatic action Type 97 rifle weighed more than 130 pounds but had a high rate of fire because of a top-mounted twelve-round curved magazine. Unfortunately, the large-caliber shells had a heavy recoil, which sometimes caused serious injury to the main gunner. Finally, if none of the other weapons could be obtained, the parachute antitank gun section was issued the obsolete Type 11 37-millimeter infantry gun. Built in 1922 for use against machine-gun positions or tanks, the Type 11 infantry gun fired a heavy round but needed a four-man crew and weighed a whopping 205 pounds.39

While the navy paratroopers did not contain autonomous engineer units, the army units did. Besides their standard equipment, the army paratrooper engineers were also given either the Type 93 (1933) flamethrower or the slightly improved Type 100 (1940) flamethrower. Each model consisted of “two interconnected fuel tanks, a smaller pressure tank, and hose and nozzle assembly.” Both weapons weighed approximately fifty-five pounds and could throw an ignited stream of fuel sixty to eighty feet for up to ten or twelve seconds. The only difference between the Type 93 and the Type 100 was the nozzle assembly, which was made shorter and lighter on the latter model.40

One major difference between the Japanese Army parachute brigades and all of the other parachute units from around the world was the fact that the Japanese Army had transportation units built directly into each brigade. In addition to its combat regiments, the 1st Raiding Brigade also contained a Flying Raiding Unit, commanded by Maj. Akihito Niihara. The flying regiment had four transport companies, each with twelve transport planes, and one airfield company. This meant that the paratroopers always had airplanes available for training and combat jumps and could form a close working relationship with the aircrews.41

The types of transports most commonly used by the army were the Mitsubishi Ki-57 Type 100 Model 1, code-named Topsy by the Americans, and the Tachikawa Type LO, code-named Thelma. The Ki-57 Topsy was a twin-engine monoplane with a low-wing configuration that carried three crewmembers and ten to eleven paratroopers. The Topsy was the transport version of the Mitsubishi Ki-21 army heavy bomber, code-named Sally. The Thelma, based on the design of the American Lockheed Model 14 Super Electra, was also a twin-engine monoplane with a low-wing design. It could carry up to sixteen fully equipped paratroopers. Both planes carried no armament and had to be escorted to the combat zone.42

The main navy transports were the Mitsubishi built G3M-L3Y1 Type 96 (Tina) and G6M1-L2 Type 1 transport, a modified Betty heavy bomber. The G3M Tina aircraft was a twin-engine monoplane that had been modified from the G3M Nell medium bomber. Although the converted bomber had windows on each side of the fuselage, the aircraft had a small oval door on the left rear side, which meant that the twelve fully dressed paratroopers had to get into a cramped position to exit the plane. The other plane, the modified Betty twin-engine G6M1-L2 Type 1 transport, was excellent for paratrooper drops because of its fast speed (270 miles per hour maximum), long range (2,935 miles one way), and carrying capacity (20 fully packed paratroopers).43

When gathering equipment and supplies for their paratroopers, the Japanese general staff also had to contend with emergency rations for personnel being dropped behind enemy lines. A three-day ration for a paratrooper consisted of a little over twenty-one pounds of rice, two tins each of fish and meat, and one ounce of tea. “In view of the weight of the above-mentioned food supply,” wrote the U.S. Army Military Intelligence Service, “it would not seem practicable for the individual parachutist to carry this as part of his personal equipment; in other words, it would seem more probable that these rations were either dropped in containers, or provided from the air or ground by other means.”44

The U.S. Army was exactly right: the rations were much too heavy for a man to jump into combat with, so the food was dropped to the men inside the cargo containers or dropped by parachute once an objective had been taken. Consequently, the Japanese developed something called “iron rations,” which the men could carry with them when they jumped. Colonel Kawashima, who worked on the rations wrote, “Iron rations for parachutists are in wafer form and consist of ground rice and wheat with a content of sesame. . . . The wafer form was chosen, as tins or boxes carried by parachutists can get damaged on landing and they constitute superfluous weight.” Most of the time, the paratroopers carried the wafers in cellulose wrappings, along with “dry compressed fish.”45

With their equipment, weapons, parachutes, transports, and food determined, both the army and navy paratroopers began to prepare for battle. On October 28, 1941, the IJA 1st Raiding Brigade put on a demonstration parachute drop for the senior army staff at Takanabe on the island of Kyushu. The senior officers had been fearful that the budding parachute unit would not be ready for the upcoming war, but after witnessing the demonstration, they immediately began laying plans to use the army paratroopers in the upcoming moves against the Netherlands East Indies.46

On December 1, when the first three classes of army volunteers were formed into the 1st Raiding Brigade, the unit was mobilized for war. The parachute brigade was attached to the Southern Army, which was in charge of the occupation of Southeast Asia. The 1st Raiding Brigade became a part of the 16th Army under Lt. Gen. Hitoshi Imamura, which was assigned to capture the Netherlands East Indies. Although the paratroopers were not told their objective just yet, they had been selected to make a parachute drop behind enemy lines to seize an airfield and two vital oil refinery installations near Palembang on the eastern end of Sumatra Island.47

Near the same time, the naval paratroopers were moved out of Japan and closer to the theater of war. The Yokosuka 1st SNLF had been brought back up to strength after losing a good portion of its members when the Yokosuka 3rd SNLF was formed. Once at full strength, the Yokosuka 1st SNLF was made a part of the 21st Naval Air Fleet of the 11th Air Fleet and sent to Kagi Airfield at Chia-i on the island of Taiwan. When Japan started the Pacific War on December 8, 1941 (December 7 at Pearl Harbor), they were stationed at the city of San-a on the island of Hainan, off the southeastern coast of China. From there, they awaited the assignment that would eventually take them to the captured Philippine city of Davao and then on to Langoan Airfield on Celebes.48

The Yokosuka 3rd SNLF finished up its training with a few practice jumps on Formosa and was then attached to the 3rd Raiding Force. When war came to the Pacific, the Yokosuka 3rd SNLF was on board the destroyer Tachikase en route to Calayan Island of the Babuyan Islands in the Luzon Strait in the Philippines.49

The Yokosuka 2nd SNLF, which had been organized on October 15 as a fully trained parachute unit, was placed under the command of the Southern Fleet and moved to San-a, Hainan. Just before the start of the war, the fleet, along with the paratroopers, was moved to Cam Ranh Bay at the southeastern end of French Indochina (now Vietnam). Unbeknownst to the men of the Yokosuka 2nd SNLF, they were slated to make an amphibious landing on December 15 with other Japanese troops on Sarawak and Brunei on North Borneo.50

As the war began in the Pacific, both the Imperial Japanese Army and Navy had great plans for their respective parachute units, and the units themselves were ready and poised to seize whatever important objective was given to them.


CHAPTER 3

Japan Needs Oil

World War II in the Pacific came on December 7, 1941 (December 8 west of the International Date Line), with the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor and several airfields in Hawaii. The attack on Hawaii, however, was not an isolated incident. Japan had been planning the start of the war for almost a year and when it finally struck, it struck hard, with simultaneous attacks on Malaya, Hong Kong, Guam, the Philippines, Wake Island, and Midway Island. These attacks were well calculated and well planned. Japan had been preparing for an all-out offensive since January 1941, when Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto began planning for a surprise attack against the American fleet based at Pearl Harbor.1

Being a nation of islands, Japan relied on the raw materials and natural resources of the world for its survival. Rubber, tin, iron, and especially oil had to be imported for Japanese industries to stay alive and for Japan to remain a major manufacturing nation. The same raw materials were also essential for the Japanese war machine. According to historian Stan Cohen, “With limited land and natural resources and an expanding population, Japan inevitably looked beyond her borders to find solutions to her problems.”2

In 1894–95, Japan defeated China in a short war and gained control of the island of Formosa, part of Korea, and a piece of Manchuria. Along with these territories came all their natural resources. In 1905, after Japan’s defeat of Russia in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–5), the Empire of the Sun took control of all of Korea and a part of Manchuria that had earlier been gobbled up by the Russians. Then, throughout the 1920s, Japan built up its military presence in Korea and Manchuria and looked covetously toward China.3

On September 19, 1931, in the midst of a worldwide depression, Japan staged an incident at a railway station on the Korean border of Manchuria and used it as an excuse to invade mineral-rich Chinese Manchuria. When the League of Nations condemned Japan for invading Manchuria and setting up a puppet government, Japan resigned from the League. In 1936, in order to increase her navy, Japan renounced the 1922 Washington Naval Treaty, which had limited the size of the American, British, and Japanese navies to a ratio of five to five to three, respectively, meaning that for every five capital ships that America or Britain built, Japan could build only three.4 Japan’s leaders were wise enough to know that they needed a more powerful navy in order to conquer new territory and new islands and secure natural resources.

In July 1937, Japanese aggression continued with a full-scale invasion of China on the pretext that Chinese regulars had fired on Japanese soldiers in Manchuria. Although Japan could not conquer all of China, by 1939 it had captured almost all of the important port cities and had a firm control on the raw material that went into or out of the Asian giant.5

Not surprisingly, all these moves had been carefully watched by the United States, Russia, and several interested European countries. When Japan first invaded China, England and France sent letters of protest to Japan, Russia sent supplies to the Chinese Army, and the United States gave the Chinese government $25,000,000 in credit. After war erupted in Europe in September 1939 and England and France were embattled in a war with Germany, Franklin Roosevelt sent the U.S. Pacific Fleet to the Hawaiian area for maneuvers and as a gentle reminder to Japan that the United States was watching. A short time later, Roosevelt decided to permanently move the home base of the fleet from California to Pearl Harbor. As viewed by the Japanese, this change in base was seen as an all-out threat to their eventual expansion into Indochina and the oil-rich area of the Netherlands East Indies.6

In June 1940, after France surrendered to Nazi Germany, Japan asked France for concessions to expand into French Indochina. France was in no position to protest, and Japanese forces quickly moved into the northern part of the country. In retaliation, the U.S. Congress passed the Export Control Act, which prohibited the exportation of “strategic minerals and chemicals, aircraft engines, parts, and equipment” to Japan.7 Conspicuously absent from this list was crude oil.

The already paper-thin relations between the United States and Japan worsened in September of 1940 when the Japanese signed the Tripartite Pact with Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, agreeing to help one another in the event that one or all of the three were attacked by “a power at present not involved in the European or in the Sino-Japanese conflict.” As historian Gordon Prange wrote, “Inasmuch as no major nation remained uninvolved except the United States and the Soviet Union—and Germany had a nonaggression pact with the latter—the target of this treaty stood out with blinding clarity.”8

Hitler, who was already planning an invasion of Great Britain, was hoping that the Tripartite Pact would encourage Japan to invade the English holdings in the Far East to pin down forces already there or draw more men and materiel into that area and away from the British Isles themselves. At the same time, Japan hoped that the pact would provide them with a big brother as they formulated plans to invade and capture the rich oilfields of the Dutch East Indies. If the United States tried to stop Japan when it moved southward, the Tripartite Pact would bring both Germany and Italy into war with America.9

In response to the Tripartite Pact, the United States authorized another loan to China, this time $100 million, and embargoed even more material—brass, copper, and iron. “Still,” historian Susan Wels wrote, “the president stopped short of barring Japanese purchases of oil, fearful that it would force Japan to go to war to meet its critical fuel needs.”10

By the spring of 1941, Japan signed a five-year nonaggression pact with Russia, thereby assuring that its backdoor was closed and safe. Next, Japan moved more troops into French Indochina and began eyeing the Netherlands East Indies. In response to the troop movements, Roosevelt froze all Japanese assets in the United States and, after much consideration, finally placed an embargo on crude oil. According to Ernest Arroyo, “Japan imported nearly 80 percent of its crucially needed oil from the United States; the embargo strengthened the Japanese resolve to secure access to the resources it needed without having to rely on the United States.”11

Crude oil was the lifeblood of the Japanese army and navy, and when President Roosevelt enacted the embargo, Japanese officials estimated that they had only about six million tons of crude oil on reserve, enough to “fill only 75 percent of the requirements for two years of combat.” Additionally, the Japanese estimated that they would need 500,000 tons of oil for the “Great All-Out Battle” that it expected would take place if the American fleet were allowed to steam out of Pearl Harbor. As historian Stan Cohen wrote, “Without oil, Japan would have to bow to the will of the Allied powers. This she would not do. She needed the oil of Southeast Asia.”12

Following hot on the heels of the American embargo, the Dutch proclaimed that the Netherlands East Indies would also stop selling oil to Japan. “Confronted with an economic blockade,” wrote historian A. J. Barker, “Japan faced slow but sure strangulation, and unless the oil embargo were lifted, the need to seize the oilfields of the Dutch East Indies was a matter of life and death for the Imperial Navy.”13

In order to move safely toward the conquest of the Netherlands East Indies and the capture of vital oilfields, Japan first had to eliminate the English stronghold of Singapore, crush the American forces in the Philippines, and most important of all, stop the American fleet before it left Pearl Harbor. After months of secret planning and preparation, it all came to fruition on December 7, 1941. Within the span of twenty-four hours, Japan launched attacks against Pearl Harbor, the Philippines, Singapore, Hong Kong, Northern Malaya, Thailand, Guam, Wake Island, and Midway Island.14

The Japanese juggernaut fanned out in several directions during December and continued to roll in January. In Malaya and on Luzon in the Philippines, the Japanese moved forward against stubborn resistance by the British and by Filipino and American forces, respectively. On January 10, the Japanese landed at Tarakan Bay in Borneo, and the next day, they invaded Celebes, which included the parachute drop of the Yokosuka 1st SNLF. January saw the Japanese invade Burma, the New Ireland and New Britain islands northeast of New Guinea, and Ambonia (or Ambon) Island southeast of Celebes, and they also renewed their conquests of Celebes and Borneo with new invasions at different points along the coasts.15 As January became February, the Japanese were poised for further expansion southward, eyeing their final objectives of New Guinea and the isolation of Java.16 To help isolate the island of Java, the Japanese Army was finally ready to use their paratroopers.

Preparations for the army parachute drop on an airfield and two oil refineries near the city of Palembang on the island of Sumatra, east of Java, had actually been completed by December 19. On that date, the 1st Raiding Regiment of the 1st Raiding Brigade left the training base at Nyutabaru on Kyushu and boarded the merchant cargo ship Meiko Maru. As part of the Third Malaya Convoy, the Meiko Maru started southwest from Japan across the South China Sea bound for Singora on the Malay Peninsula in Siam. On December 28, as the convoy passed the Pescadore Islands off the west coast of Formosa, it picked up the light cruisers Kashii and Natori and a number of destroyers of the No. 2 Escort Unit.

On January 3, as the ships were passing close to Hainan Island, the Meiku Maru suddenly burst into flames, perhaps from a gasoline fire or spontaneous combustion of ammunition. Almost immediately, the flames were out of control, and the order was given to abandon ship. The transport later exploded and sank. Although almost all of the paratroopers and the ship’s crew were rescued by the light cruiser Kashii, all of the parachutes, equipment, and weapons of the 1st Raiding Regiment went down with the ship. Exhausted and battered from their harrowing ordeal, the paratroopers were in no shape to stage a combat parachute drop on anybody and were sent to Haikow Field on Hainan to recuperate.17

When word of the disaster reached the Imperial Army General Staff, instead of canceling the air assault against Palembang, they turned to Major Komura and his 2nd Raiding Regiment. Although the unit was still being organized, it hurriedly finished its organization, and approximately 450 paratroopers drew weapons, equipment, and parachutes. A U.S. Army historian wrote, “Therefore, despite the incompleteness of its training, a parachute battalion [sic] was committed to an attack on the airdrome and refineries of Palembang, on the Moesi River in southeastern Sumatra.” On January 15, the paratroopers of the understrength 2nd Raiding Regiment left Nyutabaru, Kyushu and, with much better luck, arrived at Phnompenh in Cambodia on February 2. Around that same date, the air support and transportation units also arrived.18

The 1st Raiding Brigade’s own Raiding Flying Regiment, commanded by Maj. Akihito Niihara, would transport the 1st Attack Group to the targets in Tachikawa Type LO (Thelma) and Mitsubishi Ki-57 Type 100 Model 1 (Topsy) aircraft. Since their own bombers were inexplicably unavailable, the cargo containers with the rifles, machine guns, ammunition, and other equipment would be dropped by the 98th Sentai from twenty-seven twin-engine monoplane Mitsubishi Ki-21 Type 97 (Sally) medium bombers. This plan, of course, worried the paratroopers. “If the [containers] were misdropped or delayed,” wrote Rottman and Takizawa, “the paratroopers on the ground would be forced to fight a well-armed enemy with only pistols and grenades.”19

The 2nd Attack Group, scheduled to be air-dropped one day after the first group, would be transported to the site by the 12th Transport Chutai in Thelma transports, with their cargo containers also being dropped by the 98th Sentai. Both flights, the 1st and 2nd Attack Groups, were to be escorted by Nakajima Ki-43 Type 1 (Oscar) fighter planes from the 59th and 64th Sentai. Additionally, the initial drop would be preceded by nine Kawasaki Ki-48 Type 99 (Lily) single engine light bombers from the 90th Sentai.20

On February 11, the entire attack force—paratroopers, transports, cargo carriers, fighters, and bombers—moved from Cambodia to Sungai Petani on the west side of the Malay Peninsula. Two days later, while the 2nd Attack Group (about 90 men) remained at Sungai Petani, the rest of the attack force moved to the recently captured Allied airfields at Keluang and Kahang, farther south along the Malaysian coast. Assembling at Keluang were the 2nd Raiding Brigade’s headquarters, the 2nd Raiding Regiment (about 350 men), the two transport units (the Raiding Flying Regiment and the 12th Transport Chutai), and the escort fighters of the 64th Sentai. Moving to Kahang were the escort fighters and bombers of the 59th and 90th Sentais and the cargo container carriers of the 98th Sentai. Already waiting for the Kahang group were a few scout planes from the 15th Independent Flying Unit and 81st Sentai.21

On the night of February 13, the night before their mission, Lt. Gen. Michio Sugawara, commander of the 3rd Hikoshidan (equivalent to an American geographical air force), whose headquarters was at Sungai Petani, visited the men at Keluang. As a tribute to the men, he served sake and sushi and announced, “This is your last taste of Japan. Drink and eat fully, without ceremony.”22

The overall plan for the 2nd Raiding Regiment was to capture Pangkalanbenteng Airfield, called P1 by the Europeans and located eight miles almost due north of Palembang, the capital of Sumatra, and two oil refineries immediately east of the town. As detailed by the U.S. Army Intelligence Division, “The plan called for the unit attacking the airfield . . . to assemble by sections and fight their way around the perimeter of the field in both directions, converging on the hangars, shops, and other installations for the final assault. The groups whose mission was to seize the refineries were instructed to drop inside the enclosures and prevent the destruction of the facilities.” Both groups were supposed to hang onto their captured areas until relieved by reinforcing units landing from the sea.23

Palembang, with a population of more than 108,000, was an important oil-refining center in southeastern Sumatra, situated on the Moesi River about fifty miles inland from the Banka Strait. It was said that the oilfields near Palembang were “regarded as the best in South East Asia.”24 The Moesi River flows through the town of Palembang, and the two oil refineries were actually about four miles east of the town on the south side of the river. A tributary of the Moesi, the Komering River, divided the two refineries. On the east bank—farthest away from Palembang—was the Nederlandsche Koloniale Petroleum Maatschappij (NKPM), a refinery for the Standard Oil Company. On the west bank was the Bataafsce Petroleum Maatschappij (BPM), owned by Shell Oil and actually built as two separate installations, one opposite the NKPM refinery on the west side of the Komering River and the other a short distance away on the south bank of the Moesi River.25 Even though the Dutch knew beforehand that the Japanese would aim to capture the two refineries, they did not want to destroy the facilities prematurely so that they could “keep pumping oil for the revenue it would bring in for the cash-strapped Dutch government in exile.”26
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