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BATTLE ANALYSIS

Armor in the Maritime Environment:

Lessons for Armor Employment from 1944 Leyte Campaign

by MAJ Matthew W. Graham

With the removal of tanks from the
Marine Corps, the Army is now the sole
provider of medium and heavy armor
for the joint force. The definition of
amphibious operations in Joint doc-
trine, and conceived of in the popular
imagination, focuses on the landing
operation. However, this limited focus
runs contrary to the Army’s historical
experience of conducting significant
land campaigns following its amphibi-
ous operations, and tanks play a major
role in the success of those campaigns.

Department of Defense Directive
5100.01, Functions of the Department
of Defense and Its Major Components,
currently appoints the Marine Corps as

the Joint-force proponent for amphib-
ious operations, but it also requires the
U.S. Army to conduct amphibious op-
erations.! However, since Korea, the
Army has not conducted large-scale
amphibious assaults involving armor.
With the increasing focus of the Joint
force on the Indo-Pacific, what lessons
can the Army learn from past amphib-
ious operations to best support future
joint amphibious operations, especial-
ly regarding armor employment?

There are many historical examples
that can provide insight into this, but
perhaps the most insightful case study
of the potential opportunities and risks
of armor’s use in a maritime-dominat-
ed multidomain environment is the
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Figure 1. Invasion of Leyte Oct. 20, 1944. (From the official history U.S. Army
Campaigns of World War II; public domain)

campaign for Leyte in the Philippines
archipelago in 1944.

Operational context:
Philippines and Leyte
1944

The operational objectives for the
Leyte invasion were to seize several
coastal airfields and port facilities to
rapidly build up land-based air power
to ensure air superiority over the sur-
rounding area and thus allow the
buildup of multidomain combat power
in preparation for follow-on operations
against the island of Luzon, home to
the Philippine capital of Manila.?

GEN Walter Krueger, a veteran com-
mander of Sixth Army in the Southwest
Pacific, led more than 202,500 men in
the invasion of Leyte.? Sixth Army or-
ganized its combat power into two
corps, the X Corps (composed of 1
Cavalry Division and 24™" Infantry Divi-
sion) and XXIV Corps (composed of 96t
Infantry Division and 7% Infantry Divi-
sion).* U.S. Seventh Fleet, under the
command of ADM Thomas Kinkaid,
was in overall command of the naval
elements supporting the landings with
amphibious transport and indirect na-
val fires.

Leyte’s terrain is formidable. Tropical
coastal areas give way to steep jungle
mountains in the interior. There were
few roads on the island, thus restrict-
ing mounted maneuver to roads and
their surrounding areas. Also, the
weather would be a critical factor in
the coming battle. Sporadic heavy rain
and resulting mud would severely
hamper the ability to get captured air-
fields into operation, impacting land-
based airpower’s ability to provide
close air support and interdiction.
Moreover, the emerging kamikaze
threat kept most naval aviation fo-
cused on defending the fleet, further
depriving the land forces on Leyte of
supporting fires.®
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Figure 2. Leyte topographical map. (Courtesy of U.S. Army Center of Military History)
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Due to the rugged terrain, key terrain
such as the city of Tacloban and the
airfield at Dulag were located near the
coast. Armored forces were well suited
to advance from the beachhead, over
relatively traversable terrain, and rap-
idly seize these objectives in the first
hours and days of the invasion. While
there are many examples of the oppor-
tunities and risks of armor employ-
ment in such a campaign, no two ex-
amples demonstrate the potential and
challenges of armor use in the Indo-Pa-
cific better than 767™ Independent
Tank Battalion’s battles along the Du-
lag-Burauen-Dagami Road and at the
stone bridge.

Battle of Dulag-

Burauen-Dagami Road

The 767" was in bivouac Oct. 22, 1944,
near the recently captured Dulag air-
strip — about four miles from the initial
landing beaches — while supporting 7t
Infantry Division. LTC H.R. Edmondson,
767™s commander, received orders to
support the assault of 17" Infantry
Regiment (-) the next morning, Oct. 23,
as part of a larger XXIV Corps attack
west along the Dulag-Burauen Road to
seize the towns of Burauen, San Pablo
and their adjoining airstrips.® The 17"
Infantry and 767t were to form the
center of a division attack toward San
Pablo. This attack was part of XXIV
Corps’ continuous advance west in co-
ordination with 96™ Infantry to the
north.

MG John R. Hodge, XXIV Corps com-
mander, prioritized the corps artillery
fires to 7" Infantry Division and tasked
them to make the “fullest use of tanks,
field artillery, anti-aircraft guns, naval
gunfire and aviation to support the ad-
vance.”” Unfortunately only one of
these elements, the tank, would be
used during the initial advance.

Edmondson and staff received their
mission briefing at 17t Infantry Regi-
ment headquarters around 9 p.m. Re-
turning to the battalion headquarters
around 11:45 p.m., the commander
and the S-3 devised a maneuver
scheme that envisioned Companies A,
B and C attacking abreast along a
400-yard-wide frontage west along the
Dulag-Burauen Road, while 17t Infan-
try would follow and support. Compa-
ny D, composed of M5 Stuart light

tanks, would re-
main with the sup-
port elements as
security at the biv-
ouac area and pro-
vide convoy escort
for any resupply
convoys. The 767"
Tank Battalion
would commit
more than 50
Sherman tanks to
the attack, one of
the largest tanks
actions of the Pa-
cific war.® The
767" and 17t
would face ele-
ments of the Japa-
nese 2" Battalion,
20 Infantry Regiment, which had fall-
en back to hasty defensive positions
around Burauen and San Pablo.

command tank.

At 6:30 a.m. Oct. 23, the 767" left its
bivouac area and moved to attack po-
sitions near Moion, arriving around
7:40 a.m. At 8 a.m., the battalion
crossed the line of departure and rap-
idly advanced along the Dulag-Burauen
Road. Encountering sporadic but deter-
mined resistance, the battalion ad-
vanced the 3% miles from its attack po-
sition to San Pablo in less than four
hours, losing three tanks due to mines
and Japanese satchel charges.® (In
place of ranged anti-tank weapons, the
Japanese employed suicidal satchel-
charge-wielding infantry. While inher-
ently hazardous to the attacker’s well-
being, this tactic would prove effective
in the restricted terrain of Leyte, espe-
cially when tanks lacked infantry sup-
port.) Despite these losses, 767" rap-
idly advanced to San Pablo and
Burauen, facilitated by the battalion’s
mass, firepower and shock effect.

Reaching San Pablo by 11 a.m. and cap-
turing one of its accompanying air-
strips by 11:30 a.m., the battalion halt-
ed to reorganize and resupply. Howev-
er, the terrain over which the tanks had
so rapidly advanced proved difficult for
the infantry to cross, and there was a
growing gap between the battalion and
its supporting infantry. The 767t re-
sumed its attack at 2 p.m. and ad-
vanced rapidly, encountering no enemy
resistance as it quickly captured San
Pablo airstrip No. 2 and advanced into

Figure 3. Tank 28, nicknamed Man of War, 767 Tank Bat-
talion, advances west from the village of Jualita along the
Dulag-Burauen-Dagami Road. The dual radios indicate a
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Burauen, securing the west side of the
village by 4 p.m. while encountering
only sporadic sniper fire.® However,
because of the infantry’s inability to
keep pace, 767" was ordered to with-
draw two miles back to San Pablo to
establish a bivouac.

This loss of ground would prove costly
to the battalion the next day. At 8 p.m.
Oct. 23, Edmondson received verbal
orders from COL Francis Pachler, com-
mander of 17t Infantry, to continue
the attack toward Burauen the next
morning, with the objective to secure
the Buri airstrip and bridges over the
Daguitan River. This would cause a
change in the battalion battle plan.
Company D, composed of M5 Stuart
light tanks, would replace Company C
on the main Dulag-Burauen Road.
Company C would break off from the
main battalion and reinforce infantry
at the San Pablo airstrips and then
move to capture the Buri airstrip in
quick succession. Finally, Company B,
operating on the north flank of the bat-
talion’s advance, would bypass the
town of Burauen and attempt to envel-
op it from the north, eventually linking
up with the main body via the Burauen-
Dagami Road.!

At 8 a.m. Oct. 24, the battalion recom-
menced its attack, advancing rapidly
west to the outskirts of Burauen. How-
ever, the surprise and shock effect of
the previous day’s attack had worn off
and the Japanese were waiting. Start-
ing around 10:30 a.m., several tanks in
the main column struck mines,
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resulting in one damaged tank block-
ing the road and halting the advance.
This caused the remaining tanks to at-
tempt a bypass by leaving the road, re-
sulting in several becoming bogged
down in thick mud.

By 11:30 a.m., the battalion’s main ad-
vance into Burauen had stalled, while
elements of Company B had encoun-
tered another minefield 500 to 600
yards northeast of Burauen. A strong
Japanese defense around Burauen
forced Company B to withdraw around
12:05 p.m. Burauen would not fall un-
til elements of Companies G and F of
1t Battalion, 17 Infantry Regiment, ar-
rived around 1:30 p.m. and cleared the
town. Both elements of Company B
and 17" Infantry continued actions
about 500 yards north of Burauen un-
til 5:30 p.m. with little effect.?

In total, the two-day battle of the Du-
lag-Burauen-Dagami Road cost the bat-
talion nine M4 Sherman medium tanks,
three M5 Stuart light tanks, two Sol-
diers killed in action, six wounded in
action, the relief of the battalion com-
mander and the end of conventional
tank-battalion-level actions on Leyte.®

In the end, 17™ Infantry Regiment
failed to support 767" Tank Battalion
with even a company of tank-mounted
or mobile infantry during its initial at-
tack, or to reinforce it rapidly once it
had occupied Burauen. This fundamen-
tally violated the principle of infantry-
tank cooperation as laid out in Field
Manual (FM) 17-36, Employment of
Tanks with Infantry, and resulted in
the unnecessary battle Oct. 24.% This
highlights the importance of tank-in-
fantry cooperation while also demon-
strating the potential of the tank to
capitalize rapidly on mass, firepower
and shock --- three qualities that can
prove decisive, as seen Oct. 23, if ar-
mor is available during or following an
amphibious landing.

With the capture of Burauen, although
at a higher cost than necessary, XXIV
Corps had partially achieved its A-day
mission to seize the Dulga-Burauen
area.®

Battle of stone bridge

On Oct. 28 17" Infantry Regiment con-
tinued its attack north toward Dagami.
The unit encountered stiff enemy

resistance about one mile south of the
village, centered around a damaged
stone bridge and adjoining wooden
causeway crossing a stream, surround-
ed by swampy terrain.

Defenders from the Japanese 20™ In-
fantry Regiment had built a formidable
defense around the bridge about 1,000
yards south of Dagami, composed of
mutually supporting pillboxes with in-
terlocking fields of fire. The Japanese
had also placed mines along the road
leading into Dagami. These positions
were located on high ground to the
north of the bridge and had clear fields
of fire across the length and width of
the prepared engagement area. Japa-
nese strength around the bridge was
unknown, but in the greater surround-
ing area it was estimated to be any-
where from 1,500 to 2,500.%°

The 767%™, now in general support of
17" Infantry, was to provide one com-
pany of medium tanks for the coming
assault.’ Jumping off at 8 a.m. with 13
medium tanks, Company C encoun-
tered resistance as it crashed into Jap-
anese lines. The tank battalion effec-
tively applied direct fire and destroyed
many pillboxes and fighting positions,
while the attacking infantry worked its
way along the road and through the
adjoining swamps.

By 10 a.m., one platoon of tanks had
been able to cross the bridge and ad-
joining causeway. However, the vehi-
cles’ weight had further damaged the
structures, limiting the ability of other
armored forces to cross until repairs
were made.

With a platoon now north of the
stream and cut off from supporting in-
fantry, they became the focus of con-
centrated Japanese direct and indirect
fire. By 11 a.m., a suicidal Japanese
satchel charge had destroyed one tank
while land mines disabled another
two, leaving one of the tank crews,
that of Tank C-44, trapped and sur-
rounded in their disabled vehicle.®
With supporting infantry pinned down
by heavy Japanese machinegun and
mortar fire, the attack was stalling.

However, the commitment of another
infantry company — and the flanking of
Japanese positions to the east by a sec-
tion of M8 armored-gun carriers oper-
ating in support of Companies E and G,

17" Infantry Regiment — effectively
suppressed the Japanese left flank and
re-established fire superiority for the
U.S. units. This enabled engineers to
make necessary repairs to the bridges,
allowing the remaining elements of
Company C, 767" Tank Battalion, to
move north of the bridge.

By 3:45 p.m., elements of Companies
E and G had completed the destruction
of the Japanese defenses’ left flank. On
the American left, more probing to the
west and north by Companies C, F and
B of 17 Infantry had located the ene-
my’s right flank. With the support of a
single medium tank, Company B, 2™
Battalion, 17*" Infantry, was able to de-
stroy pillboxes in this area and roll up
the Japanese right. By 6:45 p.m. friend-
ly forces finally reached the trapped
crew of Tank C-44 and rescued them.

Having turned both flanks and pene-
trated the center of the enemy defen-
sive line along the stone bridge, 17* In-
fantry went into defensive positions
some 300 yards north of the bridge,
while 767"’s Company C withdrew to
the regimental command post to re-
consolidate.*®

The breaking of the defensive line
around the bridge enabled the capture
of Dagami the next day, Oct. 29, and al-
lowed the linkup between 7" and 96
Infantry divisions Oct. 30, thus solidi-
fying XXIV Corps’ front and securing X
Corps’ southern flank. The 767" would
continue supporting 7™ Infantry Divi-
sion throughout the rest of the Leyte
Campaign but mostly in section and
platoon direct-fire support roles.

The combined-arms action at the
bridge demonstrates the effectiveness
of the tank-infantry team, even in high-
ly restrictive terrain. The employment
of armor in these scenarios, even in
limited quantities, provides ready ex-
amples of armor’s ability to capitalize
on mobility and firepower to both en-
able maneuver and rapidly reduce en-
emy positions by direct fire. While the
actions of 767" Tank Battalion be-
tween Oct. 17-30, 1944, represent the
actions of only one tank unit of many
involved in the campaign, it demon-
strates the effects armor can achieve
when employed and supported prop-
erly. The achievement of these effects
would be impossible if tanks were not
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part of the initial landing force or pres-
ent in the follow-on waves of the am-
phibious operation.

The campaign on Leyte continued un-
til Dec. 26 when GEN of the Army Dou-
glass MacArthur declared operations
complete.?® Sixth Army, during the pe-
riod between Oct. 20 and Dec. 26,
1944, suffered 2,888 killed and 9,858
wounded in action.?! Japanese losses
during this time are hard to determine,
but Sixth Army estimated it had killed
more than 56,000 Japanese troops and
captured 392.%2 The use of armor on
Leyte, even though in small numbers
when compared to other campaigns,
highlighted its usefulness and fulfill-
ment of its doctrinal role. Without ar-
mor, it is doubtful that the land com-
ponent of the Leyte Campaign would
have successfully concluded in such a

Lessons observed,
application of doctrine

Effective infantry-armor cooperation
during amphibious operations was the
single most important lesson of the
Leyte operation. As noted in several af-
ter-action reports (AARs), two factors
continually affected this coordination:
infantry leaders’ attitudes toward
tanks and the level of tank-infantry
training before the operation.?

As one infantry-battalion commander
expressed, “From my experience, the
use of tanks under extreme conditions
of weather and areas of tropical vege-
tation is hardly worthwhile.”?* Opin-
ions like this hint at a lack of under-
standing of the tank’s capabilities and
a clear lack of experience on how best
to employ them.

tanks-with-infantry training. The long
distances and dispersed nature of the
Pacific Theater limited the ability of
units to conduct combined-arms re-
hearsals before operations. This se-
verely impaired the development of
mutual trust and understanding be-
tween infantry divisions and their as-
signed tank battalions.

As an example, the Leyte invasion fleet
deployed from three departure points,
each more than 1,200 miles from the
invasion beaches at Leyte Gulf.? This
dispersion of forces increased surviv-
ability but greatly limited the capabil-
ity of units to train together before
Leyte. However, some units did have
experience and training at the division-
level before departure for the the-
ater.¢

The battle of the stone bridge and the

relatively short time. The second issue was a lack of Dulag-Burauen-Dagami Road
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Figure 4. Sixth Army Operations on Leyte and Sambar, October-December 1944. (Courtesy of U.S. Military Academy

(West Point) Department of History)
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demonstrate the need for tanks during
the land campaign that typically fol-
lows an amphibious assault. When
weather, enemy action and other is-
sues limit the application of both artil-
lery and airpower, it falls to the infan-
trymen and tankers to accomplish the
mission. The capability of armor to ap-
ply shock, mobility and firepower to an
enemy enables the infantry to close
with and destroy that enemy. Similarly,
the infantry’s ability to clear, hold and
maneuver in very restrictive terrain
protects the tank from enemy-infantry
anti-tank weapons.

Both infantry and armor form a symbi-
otic relationship that produces the
greatest effect on the enemy. As FM
17-36 stated: “Success in battle can be
assured only when there is complete
cooperation of all arms. No one arm
wins battles. Success is attained when
each arm, weapon and individual is
employed to afford the maximum of
support to the remainder integrated to
achieve the enemy’s destruction. Since
tanks and infantry are linked so closely
one to the other, it is necessary that
the doctrine, powers and limitations of
both be understood by all.”?’

At Leyte, the inability to develop land-
based airpower and the Navy’s com-
mitment to a major engagement dur-
ing the initial phases of the operation
deprived the landing force of impor-
tant air support. This increased the de-
pendence on the other elements of the
combined-arms team, including the
tank. It is an interesting thought exer-
cise to envision an amphibious opera-
tion on an island of similar size, such
as Taiwan, occurring without tanks.
One must wonder how successful and
potentially costly such a campaign
would be. It is without a doubt that the
capability and willingness to deploy
tanks during the initial phases of an
amphibious assault in anticipation of
the follow-on land campaign signifi-
cantly contributed to the land victory
on Leyte.

The Army should consider how the
Marine Corps’ recent removal of
tanks will impact the Army’s opera-
tional requirements in the Indo-Pacif-
icin the future. Without a better un-
derstanding of lessons-learned in
past Army amphibious operations
and the role of armor within them,

the Army will likely have to relearn
these lessons at the cost of blood and
treasure.
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Honoring our Armor and Cavalry
Medal of Honor Heroes

Derived from Center of Military History information provided
at https://history.army.mil/html/moh/civwaral.html. Listed
alphabetically. Note: Asterisk in the citation indicates the
award was given posthumously.

PORTER, AMBROSE

Rank and unit: Commissary sergeant, Company D, 12th Missouri Cavalry. Place
and date of action: Tallahatchie River, MS, Aug. 7, 1864. Entered service:
Rockport, Atchison County, MO. Born: Allegany County, MD. Date of issue: Aug.
24, 1905. Citation: Was one of four volunteers who swam the river under a brisk
fire of the enemy’s sharpshooters and brought over a ferry boat by means of
which the troops crossed and dislodged the enemy from a strong position.

PORTER, WILLIAM SGT

Unit: Company H, 1st New Jersey Cavalry. Place and date of action: Sailors Creek,
VA, April 6, 1865. Born: New York, NY. Date of issue: July 3, 1865. Citation: Among
the first to check the enemy’s countercharge.

POWELL, WILLIAM H. MAJ

Unit: 2nd West Virginia Cavalry. Place and date of action: Sinking Creek Valley,
VA, Nov. 26, 1862. Entered service: Ironton, OH. Born: England. Date of issue: July
22, 1890. Citation: Distinguished services in raid, where with 20 men, he charged
and captured the enemy’s camp, 500 strong, without the loss of man or gun.

POWER, ALBERT PVT

Unit: Company A, 3rd lowa Cavalry. Place and date of action: Pea Ridge, AR,
March 7, 1862. Entered service: Davis County, IA. Born: Guernsey County, OH.
Date of issue: March 6, 1899. Citation: Under a heavy fire and at great personal
risk went to the aid of a dismounted comrade who was surrounded by the
enemy, took him up on his own horse and carried him to a place of safety.
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