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Introduction


The battle for the Pacific, which began with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 and ended when the Japanese surrendered to the United States on September 2, 1945, was a series of engagements between two foes who displayed monumental courage and an almost primeval tenacity throughout the bloody years of fighting.


Even before the outbreak of the war, Japan had flexed its military muscle, becoming the terror of the Pacific, occupying French Indo-China, Java, Borneo, Guam, the Philippines, Hong Kong, most of China and parts of New Guinea, Taiwan, the Aleutian Islands of Alaska, Celebes, the Caroline Islands, and others. But in order to control the seas, Japan had to nullify the naval ambitions of the Americans. The attack on Pearl Harbor was intended to do precisely that so that the Americans would recognize the superior force of the Imperial Japanese Navy. Of course, the very opposite happened; the United States entered the war determined to revenge itself against Japanese aggression. A nation that had been resolved to stay neutral was transformed into a united home front which would accept nothing less than the victory of its forces over a hated enemy.


But in order to defeat Japan, the Americans had to get there, and they could only do that by defeating the enemy and overcoming the defensive barrier of conquests that the Japanese controlled. The American victories at Midway and Guadalcanal were important milestones in the contest, but the Battle of Tarawa in November of 1943 was the first American offensive to take place in the Central Pacific, and the first time when the Japanese mounted a serious challenge to an amphibious American landing. It was a lesson the Americans would learn over and over again throughout the Pacific Campaign: the Japanese would not surrender as much as a grain of sand without fighting a duel to the death. Casualties had been high during the Battle of Guadalcanal, but that campaign was fought over a period of six months. The Battle of Tarawa was fought over seventy-six hours, and nearly one thousand Marines died over the three days of the fighting, almost as many as were killed in action during the entire duration of Guadalcanal. In total, the number of casualties suffered by the Americans, Koreans, and Japanese totaled more than 6,000.


Americans at home could be forgiven for asking whether such a small island was so important that it was worth all the dying that took place to reclaim it from the Japanese. The battle had been planned as a three-day military offensive, code-named Operation Galvanic, that would execute the largest amphibious operation in the Pacific Campaign. It would bring more than 200 ships and 35,000 troops, 17 aircraft carriers, 12 battleships, 66 destroyers, and 36 types of transport with more than 117,000 tons of cargo. The human cargo included the 2nd Marine Division and units from the Army’s 27th Infantry Division. With more than 30,000 men in the Gilbert Islands, the Americans enjoyed a ten-to-one advantage over their Japanese opponents.


But the U.S. intelligence failed to discover that geography would be their enemy as much as the Japanese. Prior to the landing, the weather reports promised a six-foot clearance for the Higgins boats so that they could navigate the high tide. Not only was this not the case, but an offshore wind on the morning of the attack would send water out of the lagoon, either damaging or trapping three-fourths of the Higgins boats.


The island was well defended; the Japanese had seen to that as they prepared for the American advance; 4,500 Japanese were on Betio, the small island that was part of the Tarawa Atoll, which was part of the Gilbert Islands. The Marines, victors of the long campaign at Guadalcanal, had been reorganized and chosen to make the primary assault. The 18,000 Marines sent to take Betio expected an easy victory and were unprepared for the obstacles they would face en route to a hard-earned triumph. The landing crafts of the Americans had problems clearing the coral reefs around the island because of the low tide. As the vessels were trapped, the Japanese fired upon the vulnerable and defenseless Marines, who had no choice but to abandon the boats and wade through chest-deep water to get to shore hundreds of yards away.


The reporters traveling with the troops told the story of the courage of the Marines and the cost of victory. Initially, the military wasn’t sure if they wanted the Home Front to witness the sight of American corpses in the water, covered in sand from the incoming tide. Nor was President Roosevelt comfortable with the reaction that the nation would have upon viewing the brutal cost of winning. The military waited ten days before reporting the casualty reports. Then they realized that the public needed to fully grasp what it was going to take to make it to Tokyo, and victory against Japan. World War II would not end until the Japanese surrendered, and Tarawa taught the Americans that surrender would not come easily.


When the Americans back home, celebrating the Thanksgiving holiday weekend, saw the photographs of dead Marines at the edge of the water, they realized that the United States would pay dearly for victory against the Japanese. They saw the bodies of their boys, floating in the water, or contorted in the sand, grisly proof that there was no glamor in death.

