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Remembering Tinian

E ighty years ago, from July to August 1944, the Corps 
fought to capture the Northern Mariana island of 
Tinian. Most notably, this battle employed effective 

military deception in the form of an amphibious demonstration 
by 2nd Marine Division around the best landing beaches on 
the island, while the reinforced 4th Marine Division con ducted 
the actual amphibious assault on small beaches to the north. 
This shrewd deception operation allowed V Amphib ious 
Corps to hit the Japanese defenders from an unexpected 
di rec tion. We have two articles covering very different 
firsthand accounts of the tactical actions on Tinian. “Night 
Battle on Tinian: Marines Engage with Enemy Tanks” by 
Steven D. McCloud on page 16 is a white-knuckle story of 
close combat with Japanese armor on the island. On page 
23, frequent contributor Geoffrey W. Roecker has produced 
a photo essay titled “Caught in the Crossfire: Civilians on 
Saipan and Tinian,” which covers the gut-wrenching ex-
periences of Marines and noncombatants in the Marianas 
who were terrorized by the Japanese into committing suicide 
to escape capture. 

After the battle, Lieutenant General Holland M. “Howlin’ 
Mad” Smith declared the Tinian invasion “the most perfect 
amphibious operation in the Pacific War.” For more informa­
tion on the significance of Tinian, MCA Premium Members 

can visit the MCA’s website at https://www.mca-marines 
.org/battle­study­packages/bsp­pacific/battle­of­tinian/.

This month, as our cover highlights, we also present two 
articles on the Marines of Marine Barracks Washington. 
Popularly known as “8th and I,” the oldest post of the Corps 
includes the ceremonial Silent Drill Platoon, the subject of 
“Remember What You Represent: The Marine Corps Silent 
Drill Platoon” by Leatherneck Staff Writer Kyle Watts on 
page 36. Kyle looks at the origins of the platoon in 1948 
and the traditions these hand-selected and specially drilled 
Marines present to audiences across the globe. On page 30 
in “From Bellhop to Leatherneck,” our Deputy Editor Kipp 
Hanley has assembled the personal accounts of Marines 
stationed at Marine Barracks Washington in the 1960s. 
This includes a feature on a Marine, who stood guard at 
the Commandant’s quarters through the tense days of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. 

Enjoy this month’s edition and continue to send us your 
Sound Off letters and Sea Stories! Semper Fidelis.

Colonel Christopher Woodbridge,
USMC (Ret) 

From the Publisher & Editor-in-ChiefFrom the Publisher & Editor-in-Chief
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A thirsty child found wandering alone in the woods reaches for a cup of water offered by Sgt Charles Monges on the 
front lines of Tinian.
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By Steven D. McCloud

Executive Editor’s note: This article is based on interviews and research done for 
the author¶s booN ³%lacN 'ragon� 7he ([perience of a 0arine 5iÀe &oPpany in 
the &entral 3acific�́

P rivate First Class Bob Funk 
struggled to clear his head as he 
lay in the roadside ditch, peering 

into the blackness of the night. His buddy, 
PFC George Michalet, was next in line 
behind him. They and four other Marines 
had already lain there for hours, soaked 
with rain and sweat, taking turns trying 
to stay awake. 

They had only finished mopping up 
Saipan a week before. Only half of “Fox” 
Company, 2nd Battalion, 23rd Marines 
remained. The rest of those who had sur-
vived Saipan were in hospitals around 

the Pacific, �9 of them in Naval Hospital 
No. 1� at Aiea Heights on Oahu. The 
1�9 who remained were in poor shape. 
Even Easy Company’s commander, 
Major Lester Fought, was out of action 
with dengue, and it seemed that most had 
at least a touch of it. But for Funk and 
Michalet, this outpost job had sounded 
easy enough, even if they had been in 
the Marine Corps long enough to know 
better than to volunteer.

They had been sure that, after a month 
on Saipan and being saddled with the 
unsavory week-long job of mopping up 

and clearing caves on the northern part 
of the island, they would be allowed to sit 
out the Tinian operation. They had taken 
some solace in being made the reserve. 
But there they lay on outpost the first 
night, waiting for the enemy response to 
the landing and awaiting the arrival of 
some 37mm guns to join them. So much 
for being in reserve.

The 4th Marine Division had made 
the unlikely landing that morning across 
two tiny beaches near the northern tip 
of Tinian while 2ndMarDiv held the 
main Japanese force in place with a feint 
landing � miles south at Tinian Town. As 
-uly �4 turned into -uly ��, �nd Bn, �3rd 
Marines formed the far right section of 
the division beachhead.

Funk and Michalet lay astride a narrow 
coral road that ran back to the company 

Inspecting engineers Cpl John D. McAfee and Cpl Howard T. Smith signal to each other while standing atop tanks “two” and 
“three,” July 25, 1944. 

Night Battle on TinianNight Battle on Tinian
Marines Engage with Enemy TanksMarines Engage with Enemy Tanks
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line, some 200 yards behind them. It 
also led straight ahead, all the way south 
to Tinian Town, where the bulk of the 
9,000 Japanese defenders were believed 
to be. They peered out into the darkness, 
knowing the enemy was out there. And 
still they waited for the 37s to arrive.

Three hundred yards back toward the 
beach, Eddie Davis settled into his hole 
near Fox Co’s command post. A 20-year-
old field music, 'avis had covered a lot of 
ground on Saipan as one of the company’s 
runners. It was after midnight when he 
got the call from company commander 
Captain Jack Padley.

“I’m in a nice comfy foxhole,” Davis 
recalled. “Padley said, ‘Davis come over 
here.’ And I knew exactly what he was 
asking me to do. He said, ‘Do you know 
where the regimental CP is? Well you 
go get the 37s and put them there up on 
the line.’ ”

The 2nd Bn, 23rd Marines had already 
placed its attached platoon of 37mm guns 
on the line, facing an open cane field to 
the southwest, the battalion’s front and 
the division’s far right Àank. Ready with 
canister rounds, those four weapons 
stood ready to repulse the expected in-
fantry attack. But the little coral road 
from Tinian Town pierced Fox Co’s 
position from the left. That was the likely 
approach for enemy tanks, and Colonel 
Ogata had a company of them. To cover 
the road, Padley borrowed the four guns 
normally attached to 3rd Bn, which was 
the division reserve.

Davis set off into the darkness and was 
challenged for the password three times 
along the way by his fellow Marines.

“But the little 

coral road from 

Tinian Town pierced Fox 

Co’s position 

from the left. 

That was the likely 

approach for 

enemy tanks...”
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Some 500 yards later, he was directed 
to 3rd Bn’s reserve area and eventually 
led to platoon Sergeant James Tillis, 
commanding the 3rd antitank platoon 
in the absence of First Lieutenant Charles 
H. Taylor, who had been evacuated from 
Saipan. Davis led Tillis back to Capt 
Padley, who sent them forward to 1stLt 
Charlie Ahern, who was on the line 
with 1st Plt, under Japanese infantry 
attack. Joined by corpsman Owen H. 
Bahnken, the trio set out across a field 
now illuminated by Àares. 

“I was informed by Lt C.J. Ahern,” 
Tillis wrote later, “that I was to take up 
a position astride the main road running 
north and south almost the entire length 
of the island.”

By the time Davis and Tillis reached 
the designated area, the enemy attack 

hundreds of yards behind them had 
apparently dwindled and, with it, the light 
of Àares. “The night was pitch black,” 
Tillis explained, “making reconnaissance 
very difficult. Although after a time I 
was able to pick out positions for the four 
37mms of my platoon.”

Davis and Tillis returned to 3rd Bn for 
the order to move up the gun sections. 
Then, using two jeeps, the Marines pulled 
the four guns to the line, two at a time. 
“The platoon was in position and dug in 
at about 0220,” Tillis reported. 

Davis’ mission accomplished, he left 
the guns to set up and headed back to 
his hole. 

Tillis placed one gun to the left of 
the road and three to the right, one of 
them commanded by Gunnery Sergeant 
Charlie Kohler. “I was just right next to 

the road, barely off to the right,” Kohler 
explained later. “And from my position, I 
could fire almost straight down that road. 
We were all about 25 or 30 yards apart.”

Kohler had no idea that, ahead of him, 
at the crest of the gradual slope, six 
Marines lay beside the coral-topped road. 
And 100 yards ahead, Funk, Michalet and 
the others lay in the ditches, trying to stay 
awake and still awaiting the arrival of a 
single 37mm. They had no idea Kohler 
was behind them.

Funk peered into the darkness ahead, 
listening to a bizarre mix of sounds. He 
kicked Michalet’s helmet to wake him.

“Mitch, I hear enemy tanks,” whispered 
Funk.

“Aw, you’re nuts,” Michalet replied. 
“Those are just some Marine trucks or 
something.”

An aerial view of BLT 2/23’s position can be seen in relation to 
the beach. The long road extending from the beach continues 
south to Tinian Town. 
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“Bullshit, those are Japanese tanks,” 
Funk said.

A hundred yards back, Kohler heard 
them too. “We heard ’em coming,” he 
recalled. “My god, you could hear ’em 
coming, 9 miles away.”

Funk and Michalet were stunned as 
a tank suddenly whizzed past them on 
the road, 3 feet from their heads. Worse 
yet, Michalet looked around and found 
that the other Marines had pulled back 
without them. The two of them were 
alone.

Back near the company CP, Eddie 
Davis was just settling into his hole when 
he heard the squeaking sounds of tanks. 
“Oh boy, we got ’em,” he said. “Those 37s 
are up there and they’ll knock ’em out.”

But evidence indicates that, in the 
darkness, the lead tank crested the hill 
and was past the gunners before they 
could react. It came to a halt just before 
reaching Fox Co’s line and sat idling in 
the quiet. Indications are that the infantry 
attack on the right had hit a lull at this 
time. Sergeant Bill Wyckoff was one of 
the Marines who had pulled back. “We 
were in a drainage ditch, right next to 
the road,” he recalled. “And they stopped 
right by us. And I think, ‘Oh God, don’t 
let a Àare go up.’”

Fox Co Marines Leonard Ash and Don 
Milleson were horrified to see the tank in 
their midst. They huddled in their hole, 
wondering why the 3�s had not fired. 
By all accounts, no Àares were up and 
not a shot had yet been fired. Everyone 
was caught in a state of disbelief. Third 
Plt’s bazooka team, Walter Fritz and Bill 
Myers, was with Ash and Milleson. “Fritz 
was so close to the road,” recalled Ash, 
“that when the Japanese tank stopped 
by him, he couldn’t swing the bazooka 
around because it would hit the side of 
the tank.”

The Marines held silent. Finally, the 
little tank began to roll again, down into 
3rd Plt, where it stopped once more. 
Sergeant Sam Haddad was nearby. “The 
tank was so close that we couldn’t depress 
the guns we had. The treads were right 
here.”

-ust as a Àare went up, the tank com­
mander opened the hatch for a look. Im­
mediately the silence was broken by the 
thunder of a Browning Automatic RiÀe, 
killing the commander. The tank’s driver 
gunned the engine, racing farther into 
Fox Company’s position. “When the tank 
got past the end of the cane field and the 
railroad tracks,” recalled 3rd platoon’s 
Private First Class Don Swindle, “it ran 

PFC Bob Funk, second from the right, celebrates his return stateside with other Fox 
Co Marines at the Italina Village in Los Angeles, Calif.CO
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through the Company F foxholes, but 
the guys were able to roll out and I don’t 
think anyone was hurt.” First platoon’s 
bazooka man, Corporal Leroy Surface, 
chased it down and destroyed it with two 
shots.

Fire erupted all along the line as Àares 
now illuminated the battlefield. Back up 
front, Funk and Michalet lay in the ditch 
ahead of Fox Company’s line. “We did 
not dare breathe or move,” recalled Funk. 
“We stayed put because we were in their 
line of fire.”

The two Marines had no idea what was 
coming at them. Some 300 yards across 
the cane field to their left front was an 
old friend from the company’s early days 
in North Carolina, Captain Henry Van 
Joslin, now commanding Fox Company 
of the 25th Marines. Joslin later recalled, 
“As the Àares from the ships dropped 
over our position, we could see five tanks 
coming down the road unbuttoned and 
a group of foot soldiers following close 
behind all in a bunch.”

“Just then,” recalled Funk, “here comes 
tank number two and, of all the dumb 
things to do, he stops right next to us, 
inches away.”

The tank was swarming with enemy 
troops holding tree branches for 
camouÀage in the middle of a dark night. 

“That’s just stupid,” thought Funk.
The two Marines kept their heads 

down. “The whole Marine Corps must 
have opened up on this tank,” Funk 
recalled, “and the Japanese were jumping 
off over us and running for their lives. 
Something hit the tank and it started to 
burn.”

The hit came from Charlie Kohler’s 
3�mm, 1�� yards back, now firing anti­
tank and canister rounds, scattering the 
Japanese infantry. “I was able to shoot 
the first tank,” he e[plained. “And he 
spun around, and we started knocking 
the hell out of them. They jumped off 
the tank, you know. We stopped it right 
there and blocked the road.”

“It was stopped in the middle of my 
position,” wrote Tillis, “where it exploded 
and began burning. This gave us suf­
ficient illumination to sight in on the rest 
of the column.”

“The first burning tank was right ne[t 
to us,” e[plained Funk, “the machine­gun 
and riÀe fire had us pinned down in the 
ditch that wasn’t deep enough to carry 
water, and about that time here comes 
number three, full speed down the road 
toward us. As I looked up, this driver 
was coming right at us with one track 
in the ditch. If we move, we’re shot. If 
we roll out, a [Japanese soldier] might 

get us. Just at the last he pulled back up 
onto the road and pulled up right behind 
the burning tank, and they began yelling 
at each other. They decided to back up, 
only to be hit and start burning.”

Kohler was certain that his gun also 
scored this hit. “We could see pretty 
damn good with those big Àares that the 
Navy was able to shoot up there in the 
sky. We could see all the [enemy troops] 
moving around—just black shadows, but 
we could see them. They made a real easy 
target. We blocked the road. So they had 
to spread out. And when they spread out, 
they were getting into the other Marines 
who were on the line.”

Behind them, Fo[ Company’s line had 
unleashed its firepower in the light of the 
burning tanks. “They burned brightly 
enough to illuminate the open field,” 
recalled machine­gunner PFC -ules 
Hallum. “At least they gave silhouettes 
to the attackers. We opened up with 
everything we had.”

“We had to lay there in the ditch next 
to those burning tanks while the line was 
trying to shoot everyone who was in front 
of them, including the two of us,” recalled 
Funk.

Japanese troops leapt onto them from 
the tanks, some wounded, some ablaze, 
others decimated by canister and ma­

A watercolor illustration by PFC Bob Funk 
depicts tank “three” driving up the path with its 
tread off the side of the road. 
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chine­gun fire. Funk and Michalet began 
to push forward over the crest of the hill 
to get out of the line of fire. “We crawled 
over bodies, gear, and anything that was 
in our way. RiÀe and machine­gun fire 
continued over us like were on a training 
course. Another tank sped by without 
stopping, so not to worry about him.”

The fifth and si[th tanks broke off 
the attack momentarily, until the fifth 
returned and raced through at high speed. 
A 3�mm gun crew managed to get off 
a single armor­piercing round that went 
completely through the tank with no 
apparent effect. It broke into Fo[ Co’s 
lines, where Cpl Surface and Sergeant 
Arthur Metras again chased it down and 
destroyed it. Both men were recipients of 
the Silver Star for their action. 

The si[th tank apparently veered close 
enough to Fo[ �/��, that PFC Bascom 
-ordan destroyed it with his ba]ooka. 
So dark was it that, according to their 
Gunny Sergeant Keith Renstrom, -ordan 
bumped into the tank with his ba]ooka 
before seeing it.

“And it stopped,” e[plained Renstrom. 
“Then he backed off and shot his ba]ooka 
into it and got wounded by his own shell. 
And then the -apanese officer came out 
of it, and I shot him. After I shot him, 
he stumbled and fell, then we rolled his 
body back up against the tank.”

-ordan and Renstrom were also original 
Fo[ �/�3 men back in North Carolina 
until the regiment split to form the ��th 
Marines.

For the ne[t couple of hours, �nd 
Bn’s position was attacked from front 
and left by infantry from the -apanese 
��th Infantry Regiment and the attached 
1st Battalion, 13�th Regiment. Fo[ and 
Easy Company’s line fired as they never 
had before during the war, all under light 
of Àares. “The sky was full of them,” 
recalled Swindle. “You could look right 
out there just like broad daylight, and you 
could see >the -apanese@ all over. And all 
down the line there, machine guns were 
hammering the hell out of them.”

“The fight was over before dawn,” 
recalled Hallum. “I went to sleep to a 
background chorus of groans of dying 
>enemies@. Maybe some of our guys too.”

Funk and Michalet managed to survive 
by crawling forward, out of the line of 
fire. And there they remained until 
light, when they were confronted with 
the dilemma of how to return safely to 
the line. 

Hallum was perple[ed to see his old 
schoolmates marching down the hill from 
enemy territory, and he could see from 
the look on their faces that they were 

Above: Cpl Leroy F. Surface was the recipient of the Silver Star for his actions during 
the night attack on Tinian.

GySgt Charlie Kohler, now age 102,  served with 3rd Anti-Tank Platoon, Regimental 
Weapons Co, 23rd Marines, 4thMarDiv, during World War II. 
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not pleased. “Bob came back to our area 
cursing at us for leaving him up there. 
He came over the next morning and just 
chewed the shit out of us. Our gun was 
firing right across, and he was in that 
ditch. He says, µyou were hitting 4 inches 
over us.’ ” 

Post-action attempts to make sense of 
the action in the 2nd Bn zone that night 
concluded that the tanks had fought 
through an artillery barrage to break 
through the lines. But the Marines on 
the ground were very clear. Not a shot 
had been fired, nor a Àare sent into the 
air when the barely discernible shape of 
the first tank appeared in their midst. 

Fox Co men heard that the gunners 
initially had canister rounds loaded and 
could not fire. The gunners say that is 
not the case. But consideration of the 
conditions and an understanding of the 
ground on which the action occurred can 
offer clues.

Funk and Michalet had been positioned 
at the crest of the gradually sloping hill. 
The tank had overtaken them suddenly. 
With any light, it would have appeared 
suddenly over the crest to Kohler’s gun 
crew, just a short distance back, set up 
on the reverse slope looking uphill. But 
the “pitch black” darkness noted by Tillis 
prevailed at that time. “Not having any 
night firing attachments for the anti­tank 
weapons,” he wrote, “the crews held their 
fire until the tanks were at point blank 
range.”

In that darkness, the gunners never 
saw the tank until it was upon them as 
suddenly as it had been with Funk and 
Michalet just moments before. As soon as 
the Àares went up, they were in business, 
and it seems clear that Kohler’s gun crew 
knocked out the next two tanks by Funk 
and Michalet. After that, hits came from 
all directions.

The �3rd Marines incurred �41 casual­
ties on Tinian, wounded and evacuated, 
killed, or missing. Another ��6 Marines 
were evacuated due to sickness. One of 
them was Funk, who was Àown to Saipan 
for si[ days in the Army field hospital 
with dengue.

Author’s bio: Steven D. McCloud, is a 
leadership consultant, coach and speak-
er, founder of TridentLeadership.com, 
and author of “Black Dragon: The 
([perience of a 0arine 5iÀe &oPpany 
in the &entral 3acific�́  +e conducts 
PMEs and battlefield staff rides for 
corporate and governPent agencies� +e 
also leads small-group expeditions to 
battlefields in the 3acific and 1orPandy�

Tanks “two” and “three” were believed to be knocked out by GySgt Charlie Kohler’s 
37mm gun crew.
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By Geoffrey W. Roecker

T he American units invading the 
Mariana Islands in the summer of 
1944 faced a new challenge: a large 

and well-established civilian population on 
the battlefield. Indigenous Chamorro and 
Carolinian people, previously subjects of 
Spanish and German colonial rule, had been 
under Imperial Japanese control since 1920.

By 1941, they were vastly outnumbered by 
Japanese, Korean and Okinawan settlers who 
arrived to work in the booming sugarcane 
trade. When Operation Forager began on June 
15, 1944, the civilian population of Saipan, 

Right: Civilians on Saipan are given 
peanuts taken from a local storehouse. 

The man handing out food wears a 
black-and-white noncombatant patch 

indicating that he may be a “provisional 
Marine,” a local volunteer in temporary 

service as a liaison and interpreter. 

Caught in the  Crossfire: 
Civilians on Saipan and Tinian
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As smoke from shell fire rises in the 
background, a group of Chamorro civilians 
hurry toward 4thMarDiv lines and away 
from Japanese opposition. 



Tinian and Rota was approximately 43,034 
people. Thousands were indoctrinated to 
believe that American warriors—especially 
Marines—would torture or kill anyone in their 
path. This misguided belief culminated in the 
nightmarish events that have come to define 
the civilian experience in the Marianas: 
teeming masses hurling themselves to their 
deaths from edifices now called Ban]ai Cliff 
or Suicide Cliff. 

Thousands more were the victims of war 
crimes, disease and malnutrition, accidental 
gunfire, or were sealed up in caves. Historian 
Alexander Astroth estimates that 13,046 

Marines help civilians over the side of an LVT-2. 
This group, still looking a bit bewildered at 
their new circumstances, will be sent to a 
nearby stockade for food, water and a wash.

GySgtVictor “Transport” Maghakian poses 
with a Japanese soldier and family. 

Chamorro guides helped 
con vince the group to come out of 

hiding without a fight. 
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A regimental surgeon tends to  a young boy wounded by shrapnel. The 
parents, with fresh bandages on their own wounds, put comforting 
hands on their child as the surgeon reaches for another instrument.

Above: HA2c Joseph Parisi, a corpsman with the 
20th Marines, treats an injured  child on Saipan. 
The patrol that brought in these civilians were 
engaged in a heavy firefight just 25 yards away. 

Below: Offerings of food and water helped 
convince civilians that Marines meant them no 
harm. This little boy holds a C-ration can of 
meat and vegetable stew in his hands. 
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Above: Interpreter 
PFC Harold H. Nebenzal 

leads a group of soldiers 
and civilians to the 

2ndMarDiv stockade. 
Nebenzal would go on to 

have a career in Hollywood 
and later described his 

interactions with civilian 
families on Saipan and 

Tinian as some of the most 
influential of his life. 

Right: A Marine interpreter 
talks with the father of a 

small family. The man 
explains that the Japanese 

told him the Americans 
would harm him and 
his family when they 

arrived on Tinian.
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noncombatants lost their lives as a result of 
combat operations. In his book “Mass Suicides 
on Saipan and Tinian, 1944: An Examination 
of the Civilian Deaths in Historical Context,” 
Astroth notes that “most civilians did not take 
up arms against the Americans or carry out 
murder­suicides. They cared first and foremost 
about their loved ones and did all they could 
to protect them.” And American troops, for 
the most part, went out of their way to help—
sometimes risking or even giving their lives 
to secure safe passage for the civilians. These 
photographs show both sides at their most 
vulnerable: voluntarily trusting someone in 
the hope of making a human connection and 
staying alive.

Author’s bio: Geoffrey W. Roecker is a re-
searcher and writer based in upstate New York. 
His extensive writings on the World War II 
history of 1st Battalion, 24th Marines, is avail-
able online at www.1-24thmarines.com. 
Roecker is the author of “Leaving Mac Behind: 
The Lost Marines of Guadalcanal” and ad-
vocates for the return of missing personnel at 
www.missingmarines.com.

Above: The 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions used loudspeaker systems to 
broadcast surrender appeals. Civilians or captured soldiers were the 
most effective communicators. 

Below: Filled with horror stories from the Japanese, Tinian natives hid in 
the caves and dugouts of the hills in fear of being captured by Marines. 
Members of a Marine patrol remove this tiny girl from a shelter that she 
and her father had been hiding in for weeks.
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