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Foreword





War Shots offers the reader a fascinating account of the life of one of the Marine Corps’ most quietly distinguished twentieth-century leaders. Joining the Marines as an enlisted Marine in 1939 and rising rapidly to the rank of staff sergeant, Norm Hatch’s World War II experiences not only give us a new insight into his very personal experiences—from the Tarawa Atoll to the second atomic bomb on Nagasaki—but also into the development of the Marine Corps’ combat photographer/reporter occupational field.


Along the way, the reader is treated to fresh details of the raising of the flag on Iwo Jima, as well as to issues concerning the very survival of the Marine Corps as one of our nation’s services in the aftermath of the war.


Norm Hatch was most well-positioned when and where the Marines needed him most. In fact, he seemed to have a knack for being in the right place at the right time; some might even say the wrong place at the wrong time!


Admirably well researched by the author, War Shots will fascinate those who crave a deeper understanding of the pivotal amphibious assaults in the Pacific theater. Norm Hatch, an eyewitness to the turning point of the war on the ground in the island campaigns and immediately after the nuclear attack on Japan, tells the story as only an enlisted Marine can.


Charles Jones’s superb recounting of Major Hatch’s career, adds significantly to the lore of the most important moments in our nation’s history. War Shots ranks as one of the most riveting personal accounts of the horrific and heroic times of this epic war which propelled the United States into a position of international leadership responsibility that endures today.


Like so many Marines past and present, he joined the Marine Corps because he wanted a better life for himself. Readers will discover that the Navy was his first choice, but administrative delays in processing his enlistment caused the impatient young man to turn to the Marines, who, much like during today’s competitive recruiters, welcomed him immediately.


His is a story of patriotism, courage, loyalty, and a refreshing sense of honor. Our young people who are considering joining one of the Armed Services today would do well to read War Shots; our veterans will appreciate Charles Jones’s accurate treatment of the war that gave rise to “the greatest generation.”


Gen. James L. Jones, Jr.


32nd Commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps and Former National Security Advisor to President Barack Obama
















CHAPTER ONE





“Stay the Hell Out of My Way”


Whenever he was on a ship at sea, Norm Hatch always searched for the best possible vantage point. Usually he found it on the flying bridge—the open space by the pilothouse—where he could escape the noise and crowding below deck among his fellow Marines. Growing up in Gloucester, Massachusetts, a fishing village thirty miles northeast of Boston, Hatch was a gangly and gregarious youth who spent his summers playing and working in and around the ocean. Sometimes he crewed for the well-heeled owners of sailboats and schooners docked in Gloucester and watched rum-runners skirting federal agents intent on intercepting illicit booze during Prohibition.


Much of the work wasn’t that glamorous, such as scraping the interiors of fishing boats and painting their hulls. It was while doing the grunt work of the seafaring life that he learned from old sea dogs that it’s always better to ride out a storm in the open rather than down in the hatches below.


But in late November 1943, leaning against the flying bridge rail of a U.S. Navy transport ship, the Heywood, S/Sgt. Norman T. Hatch sensed there would be no way to find shelter from the man-made storm about to break across the calm expanse of the mid-Pacific.


Awestruck by the size of the armada of ships slicing through the dark blue waves shortly before dawn, he pondered the importance of gaining the best perspective to succeed in a unique and dangerous mission: to film the United States Marine Corps’ first large-scale assault from the sea against the heavily fortified beachhead of Betio in the Tarawa Atoll. The tiny island (pronounced bay-SHEE-O) was defended by a garrison of 4,800 Japanese troops, including some 2,600 men from Emperor Hirohito’s most elite naval defense forces.


These Japanese defenders should not be taken lightly, warned Col. Merritt A. “Red Mike” Edson, chief of staff of the 2nd Marine Division. Edson, known for his fiery temper and tactical brilliance, had been assigned by his more cerebral boss, Maj. Gen. Julian C. Smith, to train thousands of veteran leathernecks and more recent recruits into a lethal amphibious force. A hero of the recent battle of Guadalcanal, the largest clash with Japanese ground forces thus far in the war, Edson cautioned that the Imperial Japanese Marines were “the best Tojo’s got.”1 Only a few months before, Edson’s 1st Raider Battalion had suffered eighty-eight casualties in taking the island of Tulagi from the 3rd Kure Special Naval Landing Force.


Now, according to American intelligence, the Japanese were dug into heavily fortified positions buttressed by sand, coconut logs, and concrete on this former British trading post. Less than three miles long and no wider than 800 yards, Betio Island was nearly as flat as a parking lot; its 300 acres were equal in size to the Pentagon and its surrounding space. The flat terrain made Betio relatively easy to defend—and most treacherous to attack. Though they were duly warned, many of the Marines aboard the ship with Hatch simply dismissed the fighting spirit of the Japanese and ignored the perils lurking over the horizon.


They should have known better. Emperor Hirohito’s forces had already fought bravely against Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s forces in the jungles of New Guinea, stalling the American army commander’s plan to launch an island-hopping campaign in the Southwest Pacific. In those days before satellite photos and global media and intelligence networks, Japanese military strategists could only guess about the Americans’ intentions. But they weren’t taking anything for granted in the Gilbert Islands along the equator in the Central Pacific. Japanese Rear Adm. Tomanari Saichiro had personally supervised an elaborate construction plan on Betio’s spit of palm-covered earth, building a sophisticated line of defense to protect his prime asset, an airfield that gave the empire superiority in the skies above the sixteen scattered atolls of Tarawa. Normally peaceful and lightly populated by fishermen and traders, the Gilberts had once inspired novelists and painters with visions of earthly paradise, from Robinson Crusoe to the tropical paintings of Paul Gauguin.
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Tarawa Atoll, invaded by the Marines in November 1943. Betio, the battle’s focal point, is at lower left. U.S. MARINE CORPS





But by mid-December 1941, any dreams of earthly Eden had been shattered by the brutal Japanese invasion force that scattered the few remaining British traders on Betio. Japan claimed sovereignty over the entire equatorial island chain as part of its “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” Thus Tarawa Atoll became part of the defense perimeter against the growing American naval, air, and ground forces that were poised to start the long slog across the Pacific toward Tokyo. Betio’s defenses were more than a year in the making after a report to the Imperial General Headquarters exposed the weaknesses of Japan’s defenses in the Gilberts and pointed out the need to build an airbase.


The 1,600 men of Japan’s 111th Construction Battalion (similar to the U.S. Navy’s Seabees) were dispatched to begin building the defenses, along with nearly 1,000 unskilled civilian laborers. On their way to Betio, this engineering group acquired an impressive arsenal of naval and air defense guns. But even as the Japanese unloaded their armaments, American bombers started pestering them with random air raids in late 1942.


Nonetheless, the Japanese spent the better part of 1943 erecting the Betio fortifications. They built reinforced-concrete command posts and set up 8-inch naval cannons and turrets, along with 127-millimeter and 140-millimeter antiaircraft guns. The gun positions were protected by revetments using the plentiful material at hand, coconut logs and coral rock. The 111th Pioneers, as they were known, bolstered the gun positions with other features, from range finders to signal stations to barracks.2


In addition, Saichiro ordered the construction of concrete and steel tetrahedrons, minefields, and long strings of double-apron barbed wire on the beach and out into the coral reef beyond. This was buttressed by a barrier wall of logs and coral around much of the island. The Japanese planned to defend the island on its perimeter, as stated in a directive to the newly arrived Yokosuka 6th Special Landing Force, which had been designated as the tokususetsu konkyochitai, or special base defense forces, according to Marine historian Col. Joseph H. Alexander. “Knock out the landing boats with mountain gun fire, tank guns and infantry guns,” the directive ordered, “then concentrate all fires on the enemy’s landing point and destroy him at the water’s edge.”3


To execute this shore defense plan, the Japanese built 500 pillboxes protected by coconut logs, steel plates, and sand. Betio was also armed with turret-mounted 8-inch naval rifles known as “Singapore guns,” which, according to legend, were taken from the British colony of Singapore after it fell to the Japanese. In fact, the Japanese had purchased the guns from their British manufacturer, Vickers, in 1905 during Japan’s earlier war with Russia, according to Alexander.4 Thus, by late 1943, Betio bristled with a mix of old and new, light and heavy, weaponry: machine guns, cannons, mortars, light tanks, and antiaircraft guns.


Yet even this steel ring wasn’t enough protection against the Americans to satisfy Prime Minister Hideki Tojo, the former general known as “the Razor.” In August 1943, Tojo replaced the defensive-minded Saichiro with Rear Adm. Keiji Shibisaki, a forty-nine-year-old veteran known for his work as a naval officer and spirited leadership of the Japanese Navy’s special landing forces. “Saichiro had been more engineer than combat leader,” wrote Martin Russ, while Shibasaki “was strictly tactical—and quite ready to defend Betio to the last man.”5


True to the samurai warrior code of bushido, the boyish-looking Shibisaki strode onto the coral atoll with a chest full of medals and a bravado that lifted his fighters’ morale. He reportedly boasted to cheering troops that “a million Americans couldn’t take Tarawa in 100 years.” The claim would soon be put to the test.
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Hatch and his fellow Marines had been training for nearly a year for this clash, and they were equally determined to be true to their own warrior code—Semper Fidelis, “always faithful.” Shibisaki’s hyperbole notwithstanding, the American invaders were nowhere near one million strong. Overcoming logistical problems that stretched thousands of miles from southern California to New Zealand, they had cobbled together a force of 18,088 men of the 2nd Marine Division who were joined by hundreds more sailors and engineers in the escort and troop ships bearing down on the Tarawa Atoll on D-Day, November 20, 1943.


Hatch, a natural-born reporter with a penchant for picking up the latest scuttlebutt, learned all he could from officers and noncommissioned officers about the furious planning for the invasion. Based on his extensive training in film and Corps maneuvers, he instinctively knew that knowledge was power when it came to photojournalism. Knowing the basic invasion plan would help him get in the best position to chronicle the story.


The Marine Corps’ planning team was headed by David M. Shoup, a thirty-eight-year-old Indiana native only recently promoted to colonel when his predecessor became ill. Hatch became aware of the sand tables Shoup used to simulate positions of enemy and friendly troops on the island. Betio was shaped like a bird lying on its back, with its breast facing north into a lagoon. The Japanese concentrated their defenses on the southern and western coasts—the bird’s head and back—because this was where they had landed months before. Shoup recognized that the lagoon and beaches on Betio’s northern shore presented the best, if imperfect, site for an amphibious assault.


As the Marines prepared to test Admiral Shibisaki’s orders “to defend to the last man all vital areas and destroy the enemy at the water’s edge,” Hatch worried about the inherent cockiness of his fellow leathernecks. “The only reason we’re carrying entrenching tools,” the Marines were saying, “is to bury the Japanese.”


The 2nd Marine Division had been training for more than a year, first in southern California and finally in New Zealand, practicing and refining the latest techniques of amphibious warfare. (With many of its young men gone to fight the Germans, New Zealand’s attractive young ladies had provided a welcome distraction for the Marines.)


The Americans hoped to continue the momentum achieved at Guadalcanal, where the 1st Marine Division, aided by elements of the 2nd Marine Division, initially sent the Japanese scurrying inland for cover. But Guadalcanal was no cake walk, and after the Japanese brought in 50,000 troops as reinforcements, it took nearly six months for the Marines to finally prevail by killing more than 25,000 of the enemy. On the American side, the toll was not as bad, but still steep: 1,044 Marines killed in action, with 2,894 wounded, 55 missing, and 8,580 recorded cases of malaria. The U.S. Army lost 446 soldiers, with 1,910 wounded. And the Marine air wing lost 55 men, with 127 wounded and 85 missing. Both nations’ navies sustained heavy losses of tonnage in the prolonged fighting.


Tarawa, by contrast, seemed to be a smaller, simpler target, which explained the early optimism among the troops that this would be a quick and almost surgical assault starting with the large scalpel of naval gunfire. Though Hatch doubted it would be as easy a fight as some were saying, he was quite sure that this massive amphibious operation would give all of the combat cameramen a rare and even historic opportunity to chronicle a pivotal moment for the Marine Corps: a major amphibious attack on a fortified beachhead.


Hatch had joined the Marines four years earlier at the tender age of eighteen after the U.S. Navy kept sinking his hopes of ever becoming a sailor. This child of the Depression had grown weary of working odd jobs around Boston, and his parents couldn’t afford to send him to college. Enlisting in the military was a natural option.


After boot camp at Parris Island, the Marine Corps provided a unique brand of postgraduate education for Hatch. He began as an English instructor and then became a magazine editor. His creative career path would take him to New York City, where he worked for the newsreel series produced by Henry Luce’s Time magazine—The March of Time—studying the new art of documentary filmmaking. Now he was poised to test his professional training under fire. Along with his assistant, Bill Kelliher, Hatch surveyed their supplies:


Handheld 35-millimeter Bell & Howell Eyemo camera. Check.


Forty-five rolls of black-and-white film, each 100 feet long, totaling 4,500 feet of film. Check.


Field pack. Check.


.45-caliber pistol. Check.


Hatch pulled out the Eyemo and began shooting through its three lenses that protruded like a triple-barreled, sawed-off shotgun. He wanted to capture for posterity the memorable sight of thousands of Marines clambering onto the Higgins boats several miles out at sea.


The plan was to transfer troops from the wooden boats, which lacked armor, onto bulky amphibious tractors designed to roll like tanks over the reef and onto shore. The time-consuming troop transfers were necessary because the LVTs (landing vehicles, tracked) lacked the handling capability to draw beside the transport ships to collect the Marines. There were actually two kinds of these lightly armored vehicles that were originally meant to serve as supply vehicles to ferry goods from ships at sea to Marines on land. The first version of the “Swamp Gator,” the LVT-1 Alligator, gave the Corps an amphibious vehicle capable of churning through sea and surf and onto land. But these early models were prone to breaking down in the mud or saltwater; at times, as Hatch witnessed firsthand, they took a toll in lives.


A more advanced LVT-2 Water Buffalo had been developed, but as D-Day at Tarawa neared, the Marines were nervously awaiting their delivery from San Diego. Even if the vehicles did make it, there would be no time for training or shaking out any of the bugs in the new equipment.


Now, early on D-Day, Hatch was getting an eyeful in his Eyemo. Before the Marines scurried down the cargo nets, the Navy battlewagons opened up 8-inch and 16-inch guns whose barrels erupted with flames in the predawn darkness. Surely, Hatch thought, their destructive power would wipe Betio off the map. The gunfire was deafening and drowned out the sound of men hollering and cursing and joking as they climbed down the wide cargo nets to the Higgins boats bobbing alongside. The time had come for Hatch to stow his camera and get in position. True to his surname, he had hatched this part of his plan several weeks earlier, before they left their training ground in a country he had grown to love, New Zealand.


As the senior NCO of the photography section, Hatch was responsible for positioning the men for their combat assignments. He also had to figure out how he would cover the operation. He finally turned his attention to one of the heroes of Guadalcanal, Maj. Henry P. “Jim” Crowe, a Kentucky native who, like Hatch, became a Marine at least in part to escape economic hardship. Crowe had enlisted in the Marines a quarter of a century earlier during World War I and stood guard in France while President Woodrow Wilson visited victorious American troops.


Crowe later served as an ordnance officer in China in the 1920s, where he drank sake with some Japanese embassy colleagues to celebrate the emperor’s birthday. The military attaches had tried—and failed—to drink Crowe under the table. This Old Corps Marine loved to regale young officers and more seasoned NCOs with colorful tales of his hell-raising with those sons of the Rising Sun. As he approached Tarawa, Crowe must have known that his old drinking buddies could be leading some of the enemy forces at Betio.


As a “mustang”—an enlisted man who worked his way up to become an officer—Jim Crowe was the kind of battalion commander who inspired equal parts admiration and fear from his men. This was especially true of anyone who witnessed the performance of the big, burly, red-bearded Marine captain on Guadalcanal. After leading his weapons company in half-tracks through a fusillade of machine-gun fire, Crowe abandoned his vehicle and hoisted a shotgun as though he was going on a hunting trip. Indeed, he packed impressive credentials as an award-winning marksman, holding the national record for the Browning automatic rifle (BAR), and had been coach of the Marine Corps Rifle Team.


When he found a group of dazed Marines cowering in a shell hole at Guadalcanal, Crowe bellowed, “Goddamn it, you’ll never get the Purple Heart hiding in a foxhole! Follow me!” Galvanized by this fierce, cigar-chomping figure, the reluctant combatants scrambled out of the hole and followed Crowe’s rifle-and-grenade charge that wiped out the machine-gun emplacement.6


After learning of Crowe’s legendary exploits—and how he miraculously avoided getting so much as a scratch in the battle—Hatch knew this was exactly the kind of gung-ho leader he wanted to trail. However, his introduction to Crowe in his office in New Zealand had not gone well. Crowe commanded the more than 900 men of 2nd Battalion, 8th Marines, one of the four battalion landing teams that would spearhead the attack at Betio.


“Good morning, sir. I’m Staff Sergeant Hatch with division photo.”


Shuffling papers on his desk, Crowe seemed distracted and barely looked up. “Why are you here?”


“Well, sir,” Hatch replied carefully, “I have been assigned to 2/8 for the upcoming island invasion.”


The stern CO, who now sported a red mustache, looked him squarely in the eye, staring him down. Sensing he was being tested, Hatch didn’t flinch. “What exactly do you do?” Crowe finally asked with a touch of annoyance.


“I work at headquarters, and I’m a combat cinematographer,” Hatch replied evenly.


Crowe lit a cigar. Leaning back, he exhaled a plume of smoke. “Sergeant, I really don’t want any goddamn Hollywood Marines with me.”


This cool reception was to be expected, though, especially in the early days of the war. The Marines had only recently formed a Division of Public Relations and, concurrently, started their first-ever photographic services, to which Hatch was assigned. The innovations in both public relations and photojournalism either confused or rankled some in the officer corps. When the Commandant, Maj. Gen. Thomas Holcomb, hand-picked Col. Robert L. Denig to head the new public-relations unit and promoted him to brigadier general, he asked, “Well, Denig, what do you know about public relations?”


“I don’t know anything about it, never heard of it,” Denig replied with characteristic frankness.


Holcomb duly informed him, “You better learn about it, because that’s what you’re going to be!”


It was an inauspicious beginning, but the public-relations branch of the Marine Corps soon became known as “Denig’s Demons” for its effective recruitment of newspaper professionals—basically the decimation of wide swaths of the city rooms of the Washington Post, Times-Herald, and other publications. Eventually, the Times-Herald’s publisher-owner, Cissie Patterson, protested to President Roosevelt about the raid on her veteran staff. This complaint led Holcomb to order Denig to look elsewhere for reporters and photographers.7


Despite the Marines’ rapid-fire recruitment of a new group of professionals who were anointed as “combat correspondents,” the attitude in the field typically mirrored Crowe’s resistance to working with Hatch. The frequent response to a newly arrived correspondent, according to historian Benis Frank, was “Where the hell are we going to put them? What can they do for us? They’ll only be in the way.”8


Nonetheless, Hatch, who joined the Corps well before the public-relations branch opened for business, simply refused to melt under Crowe’s reproving glare.


“Sir,” Hatch asserted, “I’m a regular Marine with five years’ service. If I need a rifle, all I have to do is bend down and pick one up.”


Crowe puffed his cigar and thought it over. Finally, he growled, “All right, but stay the hell out of my way!”
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Two weeks later, on November 20, 1943, Hatch was waiting for the no-nonsense major to step over the Heywood’s rail to climb down the cargo net into one of the Higgins boats bobbing on the rough water below. Shells from the Navy’s big guns were exploding along the Betio shoreline. The battle for Tarawa Atoll had begun. Surely the Japanese couldn’t survive such a show of force, Hatch thought. And even if they do, they would be stunned silly by the salvos that seemed to confirm all the boasting from the troops and their leaders. One naval commander guaranteed that his fire-support group would “obliterate” Betio. After taking the haymaker punches of the Seventh Fleet, the Japanese certainly couldn’t find the fortitude to repulse these highly trained troops waiting to storm the beach and quickly complete their mission. The Marines were well armed with fairly new Garand M-1 semiautomatic rifles, Browning automatic rifles and machine guns, flame throwers, dynamite, and other high explosives.


Hatch, for his part, carried only a .45-caliber pistol. Otherwise, except for his bulky Eyemo and canisters of film, his gear was the same as his fellow infantrymen: knapsack, poncho, entrenching tool, bayonet, field rations, and a gas mask, which was swiftly discarded.


The 2nd Battalion, 8th Marines, under Major Crowe’s command was slated to land at one of the three beach areas, each about 600 yards long, beyond Betio’s blue lagoon.


It was part of a hastily crafted assault plan, developed throughout that autumn by order of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to launch three amphibious assaults—dubbed Operation Galvanic—in the mid-Pacific. (Besides Tarawa, the Chiefs ordered attacks on two other islands in the Gilbert chain, Makin and Apamama.) The 2nd Marine Division was given the biggest challenge, Tarawa’s heavily fortified island of Betio. The division was commanded by Maj. Gen. Julian C. Smith, a bespectacled, soft-spoken gentleman who—like Jim Crowe—was a top-notch marksman and former rifle team coach. Though his combat command experience was limited, Smith was known as a hands-on leader, one Hatch had seen out in the field getting his hands—and boots—dirty.


Major Crowe no doubt understood that despite his superiors’ best attempts at surprising the Japanese, there was zero chance they would reach the beach undetected. Indeed, this exposure had led Smith to raise holy hell at an earlier planning conference in Honolulu with Adm. Chester Nimitz, commander of the Pacific Fleet, and the rest of the Navy and Marine brain trust for Operation Galvanic.


The June 1943 meeting took place as American forces began to retake the central Solomon Islands and the Aleutians; offensive campaigns also were being hatched against the northern Solomons, New Britain, and Bougainville. The framework for America’s Pacific strategy had been set that spring as Roosevelt, Churchill, and their military staffs met in Casablanca, Washington, and Quebec. Once the cross-channel invasion of France was delayed until 1944, the U.S. Navy’s amphibious ships and landing craft were freed up for the Pacific theater. But the clock was ticking on having access to all of that equipment to attack Japan.


So the Joint Chiefs gave the 2nd Marine Division about five months to prepare to launch the island-hopping campaign that would start in the Gilberts and drive north to the Marshall Islands, putting U.S. air assets within striking distance of Japan as well as establishing safe harbors for the Navy to fight farther west.


Fearful of getting his fleet tied up off the coast of Tarawa—or sunk by enemy submarines—Nimitz declared that gaining the element of strategic surprise meant limiting the pre-assault naval bombardment of Betio to about three hours on the morning of D-Day. He also ruled out any decoy landings or grabbing any of the islands surrounding Betio.


Adding to these weighty restrictions, V Amphibious Corps’ commander, Maj. Gen. Holland Smith, the hot-headed Alabaman known as “Howlin’ Mad,” dropped his own bombshell on Smith: the 6th Marines, which represented a full third of the division’s combat power, would be kept from the initial invasion as a reserve force, thus further diluting Julian Smith’s troop assets.


“All of Julian Smith’s tactical options had been stripped away,” Alexander wrote in the Marine Corps’ history of the battle. “The 2d Marine Division was compelled to make a frontal assault into the teeth of Betio’s defenses with an abbreviated preparatory bombardment. Worse, the loss of the 6th Marines meant he would be attacking the island fortress with only a 2-to-1 superiority in troops, well below the doctrinal minimum. Shaken, he insisted that Holland Smith absolve him of any responsibility for the consequences. This was done.”9
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When Japanese coast watchers spotted the approaching armada at 5:07 A.M. on D-Day, November 20, 1943, Rear Admiral Shibisaki’s 8-inch shore battery responded with a full-throated dragon’s roar. The battleships Colorado and Maryland delivered counterbattery fire. One 14-inch shell found its mark early on, hitting the magazine of one of the Japanese guns. A fireball lit the pale sky, followed by a series of explosions.


Despite this early marksmanship, the incessant shelling by Shibisaki’s shore guns prompted Adm. Harry Hill, the amphibious task force’s commander, to order his troop transports to shift their anchorages to get out of the way of his gun support ships. This did not sit well with the Marines who were halfway down the cargo nets to the Higgins boats when the mother ships weighed anchor. Some Marines worried about getting run over by their own ships even as waterspouts shot up around them from the guns on the distant shore. The amphibious operation—which had gone so well during months of training—quickly became chaotic.


The chaos continued into mid-morning, when Hatch was perched on the engine hatch of a Higgins boat next to Major Crowe, watching the drama unfold in the surf and on the shore. The first wave of the 2nd Battalion’s LVTs struggled to make it across the reef and over the seawall onto shore as the Japanese raked them with machine-gun, small-arms, and mortar fire.


Another decision made earlier by the U.S. Navy’s leadership—limiting the number of better-armored LVT-2s for the Marines—was also costing the Marines dearly. Casualties mounted.


Instinctively, the drivers of the thinly armed LVT-1s took cover next to a 1,000-yard-long pier jutting like a compass dial due north into the lagoon.


“Jesus!” exclaimed Crowe, the battalion commander. “I’m losing my goddamn front. Coxswain, put this damned boat in.”


Crowe’s boat was not due to land until after the first three waves of LVTs made it ashore. By then, the other mode of transport—the wooden Higgins boats—were getting hung up on the shallow water of the lagoon’s reef. They needed at least four feet of water to maneuver, but the water depth on the lagoon’s reef had fallen to about three feet. The one-foot difference proved deadly for hundreds of Marines who were forced to bail out of their boats and wade ashore for up to half a mile. Traversing the length of eight football fields made the Marines easy pickings for the dug-in defenders. The samurai fighters would make the Americans pay dearly for their audacious assault. The water in Betio’s lagoon began to turn red from the blood of the Marines.


Norm Hatch stood by Major Crowe as the coxswain gunned the boat’s engine toward Red Beach Three. It hit the reef hard, throwing everyone into a heap on the boat’s deck. But they got up. It was time to start shooting.
















CHAPTER TWO





From Capone to the Corps


If Shakespeare is right and “what’s past is prologue,” then the tempestuous Roaring Twenties and the subsequent hardships of the 1930s and the Great Depression forever marked the minds and hearts of the young men who would one day storm the beaches at Betio.


In late summer of 1929—when Norm Hatch was an eight-year-old boy settling into his new home in Chicago—a heat wave scorched the streets from New York to Kansas City. In this big city where his father had found work as a car salesman, Hatch watched the businessmen crossing Michigan Avenue wearing starched collars, waistcoats, and hats. The ladies dressed more daringly, wearing short skirts that would have scandalized his grandmother back in Boston, even those that fell a mere two inches below the knee. And the V-necked blouses offered further evidence to the prim and proper ladies of the Temperance Movement that the country was going to hell in a whiskey bucket. With Prohibition the law of the land, drinking created a cultural division (much as marijuana would in the 1960s and 1970s), not to mention a black market for liquor sales and distribution that corrupted politicians and police across the United States.


Nowhere was this truer than Chicago, where a bootlegger named Al Capone lorded over an illicit liquor syndicate. To young Hatch, though, he was just a friendly man in his apartment building, one of the first men he would ever meet who made a living by violent means.


Steam shovels were tearing up downtown lots as America was on a vertical growth spurt. New office towers seemed to rise as randomly as all the new musical and drama fads driven by recent advances in radio and movies. Hatch heard people whistling “Singin’ in the Rain” and the latest hits by Al Jolson.


His local paper, the Chicago Tribune, carried international news of an address to the League of Nations by British Prime Minister Ramsay McDonald, who declared progress in negotiations between Great Britain and the United States for cutting back on naval weaponry. He planned to cross the Atlantic to meet with President Hoover as part of ongoing efforts by the world’s powers to avoid a relapse into another “Great War.” Germany struggled to repay reparations from World War I, and France, the strongest nation on the Continent, occupied the Rhineland. Japan had yet to invade Manchuria, much less China. And Adolf Hitler was a name that would not ring any bells, even for the most astute student of world affairs: in 1929, he was merely a failed architect and little-known leader of a small, but noisy group of German brown shirts.


Most Americans were paying more attention to Bobby Jones’s golfing exploits or news about the travel potential of dirigibles such as Germany’s Graf Zeppelin. After seeing its round-the-world journey, some building designers, including those who engineered the Empire State Building, pondered installing mooring masts for the ships of the sky. The future seemed bright indeed, from the potential of coast-to-coast airlines to a stock market with a seemingly endless upward trajectory.


Though most Americans did not notice the growing turmoil from Germany to Japan, some military planners knew that the fragile peace—just like the soaring stock market—could not last. Among the most visionary of these strategists was Earl H. Ellis, who had the foresight as early as 1912 to begin what Lt. Gen. Victor H. Krulak would call “a messianic exploration” of the inevitable clash in the Pacific between American and Japanese forces. “He predicted that the Japanese would initiate hostilities and that the United States would have to fight its way back across the Pacific in a series of hard amphibious assaults.”1


Even as the Marine Corps began developing an amphibious assault doctrine, the men who would fill the boats and landing crafts and be put to the ultimate test at Tarawa endured early initiations into life’s hardships after the stock market crash of 1929. Norm Hatch, for his part, developed a unique talent for staying upbeat and finding a way to be in the right place at the right time. He was an energetic youth with vast curiosity, courage, and physical stamina. He had enjoyed the halcyon days of Model Ts, jazz, flappers, Babe Ruth, and the Spirit of St. Louis. But when Wall Street crumbled and the economy tanked, his late childhood and teen years were tempered by his father’s search for steady work and his mother’s struggle to provide food and shelter.


His father, Irving Norman Hatch, started out in the auto business, working as an engineer for Marmon Automobile, whose founder, Frank Marmon, was known for perfecting the V-8 and later V-16 engines for pricey models that sold for $5,000. Hatch had moved on to Stutz Automobile, which sold more affordable two-door coupes. And in 1927, he was transferred to Chicago to solve some dangerous problems facing the car company in Capone’s town.


A former boxer, the tall, square-jawed Irving Hatch had worked as a strike-breaker for the Pinkerton Detective Agency in his youth. His physical stature, integrity, and engineering prowess made him a natural choice to take over Stutz’s Chicago franchise in the age of Prohibition and organized crime. The city was rife with corruption and violence, and Irving Hatch’s son took it all in.


“They sent my father to Chicago from Indianapolis because they were having a lot of trouble at the Stutz agency at the 2400 block of South Michigan,” Hatch recalled. As the dealership became a popular car lot for bootleggers, it also led to two holdups of his father. As a result, the dealership was losing money. Yet the Hatches, including Irving’s wife, Ruth Francis Colby, knew from personal experience that some bootleggers—even members of the notorious Capone Gang—weren’t so bad.


“When we moved to Chicago, we moved into Capone’s hotel, where he owned the top three floors. I was six years old. My father said, ‘Now look, be careful going up and down in the elevator because you don’t want to antagonize these people.’”


Capone would become Public Enemy Number One, but the man Hatch remembers from his childhood was a generous and friendly figure in his apartment hallway, always sporting a big white hat. “The interesting thing was that all the Italians liked children. They’d be nice to me and give me quarters. My father said, ‘You can’t take that!’” To which the wide-eyed boy replied, “I can’t say no!”


Sirens blared across the city night, and Hatch stared out his bedroom window, wondering what was going on outside. Occasionally, he heard the sputtering cracks of Tommy gun fire, the first sounds of violence in his young life. His father bought some collapsible steel gates to protect the back windows of the family’s bungalow at the corner of 87th Street and Harper Avenue. Years later, as he built his own bunkers and command posts across the Pacific, Hatch sometimes remembered his father’s defensive measures in Chicago.


Irving Hatch finally worked out a truce with Capone’s comrades, displaying a knack for personal diplomacy that would serve as another life lesson for his son to emulate. “My father made friends with one of the Capone guys and said, ‘Hey, look, I’ve been held up three times in this place, and it’s all mob-oriented. Is there anything you can do about it?” Stutz was selling custom-built, armor-plated vehicles to various mobsters, including Capone and his cohorts.


One of the gang members reassured the auto dealer, “Yeah, we’ll take care of it.” The robberies screeched to a halt.


Along with his automotive interests, Irving Hatch was a big fan of radio and spent his evenings assembling them in a basement shop. In those days, radios were not built in one piece, but rather had to have their components installed in a wooden box. Irving Hatch would purchase the cases, build the radios, and sell them at a profit.


One night he called his son downstairs and said, “Norm, there’s something I want you to hear.” He turned the dial, and they both listened to a distant voice coming through the crackling airwaves. “It’s San Francisco!” his father exclaimed. “Can you imagine that?”


Norm Hatch belonged to the YMCA, where he learned to shoot a rifle at an NRA range. He also took swimming lessons from a master, Johnny Weissmuller, winner of five Olympic gold medals and holder of countless world records. Weissmuller, who lived near the Y, went on to star in twelve Tarzan films and became known for his jungle-piercing yell as he swung from vine to vine.


The Depression was hard for everyone—criminals, car dealers, and actors. So in 1931, Irving Hatch packed up his family and drove them back to their native Boston, where he got a job with a Lincoln dealer. Norm, meanwhile, found a job on a soap opera broadcast in nearby Brookline. “They told me how to get rid of the pages so I wouldn’t make a noise. I’d slide them off and drop them to the floor.”


His father struggled to make ends meet, bouncing from one car company or dealership to another. Irving Hatch probably could have made more money, but his conscience sometimes got in the way as he refused to go along with crooked bosses who wanted to cook the books. His son took note of his insistence on doing the right thing rather than pocketing ill-gotten gains. Life for him “was black and white,” Norm recalled. “You were right, or you were wrong—no if’s, and’s, or but’s.” After Irving Hatch quit one lucrative auto dealership, “My mother was so mad at him. The guy was paying him pretty good money. But he said, ‘I’m not going to work for a crook.’”


Like millions of their countrymen, the Hatches struggled to stay afloat while maintaining their dignity and values. As her husband struggled to find work, Ruth Hatch persuaded her mother, Lucretia Colby, to help her buy a four-story brownstone on Marlborough Street in Boston, where she opened a rooming house on the banks of the Charles River. They took in students from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which was right across the river, and soon had a thriving enterprise. Norm Hatch enjoyed being around a variety of people, even more so when his mother moved to a more upscale neighborhood on Boston’s Bay State Road. That rooming house became known as the home-away-from-home for baseball and hockey players on the Boston Red Sox and Boston Bruins. His mother became known as “Mother Hatch, of the Red Sox and the Bruins.”


Finally, Norm moved to another family home on the coast in Gloucester, Massachusetts, to finish high school and try to earn some money on the side. Living in a cottage on Rocky Neck, an island in the middle of Gloucester Harbor, the strapping young man enjoyed life in the seaside fishing village, an experience that would prepare him for the seafaring life of a U.S. Marine. Gloucester was teeming with fishermen and lobstermen and also hosted a thriving artists’ colony. As he made his way around town, Hatch got to know some of the painters and sculptors of the day, including Leonard Kraske, whose statue, “The Man at the Wheel,” was commissioned as part of the seaport’s 300th anniversary. Unveiled in 1925, the statue paid tribute to the thousands of Gloucester fishermen who lost their lives pursuing the ancient profession that inspired another local boy, Herman Melville, to write of the sights and sounds at sea which “language cannot paint, and mariner had never seen … dread Leviathan…. Whales, sharks, and monsters, arm’d in front or jaw. With swords, saws, spiral horns, or hooked fangs.”


For his seafaring tribute, Kraske stuck to the the 107th Psalm: “They that went down to the sea in ships.” The kindly sculptor took Hatch under wing, paying him to care for his sailboat. It was one of many jobs Hatch drummed up around the seaport, including twenty-five-cent-an-hour labor at Booth Fisheries. Even though many fishermen were out of work, they refused to clean out the bowels of the ships. Hatch, always the opportunist and entrepreneur, gladly took on the work. He wore rubber boots and sloshed through the stench to clean out dead fish and clear fishing nets of crawfish.


Norm held another job at a restaurant, where he was paid a dollar a day to wash dishes and peel potatoes. It was worth it, though, because he could eat all he wanted at the café. But the restaurateur warned Hatch to make sure he wasn’t spotted by federal labor authorities. At age sixteen, he was well under the minimum age of eighteen that had been set by the New Deal legislation as a way of giving grown men the first crack at even the most menial of jobs.


When he wasn’t scraping barnacles or washing dishes, Norm Hatch managed to meet many of the colorful—and sometimes wealthy—characters who came in off the ocean into the harbor. This included a stint during his senior year of high school aboard a ship, the Sachem, that had been owned by William S. McCoy, a local ship captain and boat builder known for running shipments of bootlegged rum in the 1920s and early 1930s. While other rum-runners diluted their booze to increase profits, Bill McCoy took pride in delivering only quality booze. This dedication to authenticity led to a popular nickname that stuck as surely as thick rum: “the Real McCoy.”


Hatch seemed to make friends as easily as Tom Sawyer. One hot summer day, as he was cooling off by diving from a pier into the harbor, he noticed a newly arrived sailor caulking a boat.


“Hi, there,” Norm said, striding up to him. “I’m Norm Hatch.”


“I’m Sterling Hayden,” said the tall, blond seaman who looked to be in his early twenties, but was actually only a year older than Hatch. Hayden had run away to sea at age seventeen and, at nineteen, took a schooner from Gloucester to Tahiti. Though an acting career in Hollywood would come soon enough, when Hatch met Hayden, he was “as bashful as a man could possibly be.” This was true even though he quickly became the envy of all of the girls in Gloucester, “a blond god hanging off the yard arm.”


While his summers were filled with adventures and colorful characters, winters on the New England coast could be harsh. Temperatures dipped to twenty degrees below zero, freezing the harbor. Hatch took a short cut to school by walking across the ice floes. When the tide went out, the ice would break from hitting the rocks. “The trick was to run fast enough to keep one foot on the ice floe until you got to solid ice. I was forbidden from doing that, but I did it anyway.”


His antics nearly took a tragic twist one day when he climbed down the side of a ship in the harbor to cross over to his house. He had forgotten that the warmth created by the ship would soften the adjacent ice. He promptly slid down to his chest in the frigid water, barely managing to pull himself out before hypothermia set in. Once he pulled himself up onto the frozen surface, it was all he could do to knock the ice off his trousers and move his legs. From then on, he never forgot the deadly power of the sea.


At Gloucester High School, he spent three years in the ROTC program, a requirement in those days. He also took a weekly class in military science, where he studied World War I–era tactics, as well as the care and feeding of an ’03 .30-caliber Springfield rifle. So began a lifelong infatuation with the military.


“It was a very fine rifle,” Hatch said of the single-shot weapon adopted by the armed services in 1903. Semi-automatic M1s would replace it, but decades later, Hatch would fondly recall, “With the ’03, you had to aim and shoot.”


Hatch studied the Army field manual, practiced marching, and learned about military organization. Another seed was planted for the future combat cameraman when he joined the photography club at Gloucester High. He started shooting with a Kodak camera that had a simple development process, requiring only sunlight and no chemicals to turn a negative into a print (chemicals were needed only to preserve the positive image). As his camera work improved, he spent $12 on a 35-millimeter Argus, a compact German camera equipped with a range-finder that allowed for longer shots. It was an exciting time to be a cub photographer, and he decided to venture over to Boston to visit an old burlesque house with some buddies. Cameras were prohibited, but Hatch managed to sneak in his Argus.


The lighting was dim in the strip joint, though, so his first investigative photojournalism was something of a bust. But the mere prospect of photographing scantily clad ladies was enough to whet his appetite for future attempts. It was the age of the “candid camera”; even in the depths of the Depression, camera sales soared.


In the spring of 1938, as he was close to completing his senior year and graduating from Gloucester High, Hatch got an offer to sail around the world. “I wanted to go with them, but my mother said, ‘No, you’re not. You’re going to finish high school.’” By now, Norm had already attended thirteen schools. Ruth Hatch wasn’t about to let him stop this close to the finish line.


After graduating at age seventeen—a year younger than most of his contemporaries—the Depression was still grinding away. Job prospects were dim. Norm had dreamed of applying to Harvard University, where he had watched Saturday football games. But when Ruth Hatch asked her son what he wanted to study there, Norm was honest and said, “I don’t have the slightest idea.”


“Well,” she replied, “If you don’t know, I’m not about to find the money for you to go.”


So Norm went to work, first as a messenger boy for Metropolitan Life, then as a self-employed handyman around Boston. He bought a Ford dump truck for $75, using its hand-cranked rear bed to pick up loam and deliver the rich earth to gardeners around town. It wasn’t long before he tired of delivering dirt and visited the federal office building in Boston to enlist in the U.S. Navy. His father, an engineer, saw it as a pragmatic move, telling Norm, “Look, I think the only thing for you to do is join the service, because it will give you room and board and give you an education. Of all of them, I suggest you join the Navy because you get aboard a capital ship and you’ve got everything a city’s got” in terms of learning a professional trade—plumbing, electrical work, or carpentry. “So you’re bound to learn a trade,” his father concluded, “and when you get out at the end of four years, you’ll at least know how to do something other than fire a gun.”


That made sense to Norm, so he took a mental and physical exam to join the Navy, which he passed. He had high hopes for shipping out fairly soon, especially after the Boston recruiting office sent a chief petty officer to visit his house to check out his home life and family. “That was because of the Depression. The services were all filled up with people who were looking for a paycheck and a place to hang their hats and get something to eat.”


The recruiters advised him to be patient, since it could take at least four months to accept him for the First District, which included all of New England. The Navy was accepting only about a dozen young men each month. Months passed, and Hatch kept dumping his loads of loam around town. As 1939 began, Norm returned to the recruiting office to see where he stood. Again, he was told to be patient. He kept asking, even after he turned eighteen on March 2, 1939. The answer was always the same: because the peacetime Navy had reduced its recruiting quota, he would just have to wait.


Hatch managed to hold on for more than a year after graduation. Finally, in June 1939, he walked into the Navy recruiting office and was told that his enlistment date had been delayed again, probably for another four or five months.


Frustrated and fed up, Hatch walked out, but on his way to the elevator, he dropped by the Marine Corps recruiting station on a whim. “Sergeant, if I was to say today I want to join the Marine Corps, how long would it be before you take me?”


The recruiting sergeant looked up from his desk and said, “When do you want to go? Friday or two weeks from Friday?”


Hatch tried not to show he was stunned. “Not this Friday,” he replied. “That’s too soon. But how about two weeks from Friday?”


When he went home to announce his momentous decision, his mother did not object, though his grandmother let it be known she had never approved of Marines ever since Ruth had dated one during World War I. His father was traveling, working for an old friend at Marmon Harrington in Indianapolis. The farm-equipment manufacturer made small tanks for The Netherlands’ and, coincidentally, for the U.S. Marine Corps. Because Irving Hatch sensed that war with Japan was inevitable, when he did learn of his son’s enlistment, he didn’t try to stop him.


Before he could second-guess himself, Norm Hatch revisited the Marine recruiting office, raised his right hand, and, on July 7, 1939, swore to preserve and protect the government and Constitution of the United States. With that, he was given a train ticket to travel, along with a few other Boston youths, to the recruit training depot located somewhere in the swamps of South Carolina at a place called Parris Island.
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