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  FOREWORD

  

  THIS THE STORY of what one reporter saw and heard and thought during one battle. No official documents have been consulted. I have relied entirely upon my memory of what happened only a few days ago on Tarawa, and upon my notebooks, which I started filling assiduously as soon after the landing as I could dry them out.

  Later it seemed ridiculous that I should have been scribbling in notebooks during that first day and a half on Tarawa when it seemed certain that I would never have the chance to write any stories from them. I suppose that it was because I felt quite helpless to do anything else. I had a feeling that I should have been doing something to help win the battle, if possible. Yet there was nothing prescribed in a war correspondent’s list of duties. So I sat there on our twenty-foot beachhead, back against the slender seawall that was our protection, fulfilling the nearest thing I had to a duty, while men were being killed all around me. This volume is the result.

  Any book about a battle is inadequate because it cannot impart to the reader a complete impression of what goes on in a battle. The same is true of photographs and films. There is not yet, for instance, any foolproof device for recording the sounds of battle, which are a thousand times more weird than anything the movies have conceived of. The whole island of Tarawa would tremble whenever our warships loosed a salvo of shells or a formation of our planes dropped their bombs upon it. If the bombs were close enough, the island seemed to jump from under us, and sand ran into our shoes. These things have to be felt to be fully realized. And, certainly, no one who has not been there can imagine the overwhelming, inhuman smell of five thousand dead who are piled and scattered in an area of less than one square mile.

  This is an attempt to tell not only what happened on Tarawa, but also what men felt under the stress of the most violent battle that Americans had endured in this, the greatest war Americans have known.

  ROBERT SHERROD

  Washington

  January, 1944


  

  

  PRELUDE TO BATTLE

  

  IN THE SUMMER OF 1943 the men who make the decisions about the strategy of the war decided to open a new theatre of war: the Central Pacific.

  At that time we were already fighting the war against Japan in four theatres. In the South Pacific we were edging up from hard-won Guadalcanal into New Georgia and Rendova and Vella Lavella, and soon the bigger jump to Bougainville would be made. In the Southwest Pacific we laboriously pushed the Japanese out of one small settlement after another in the jungles of the north coast of New Guinea—the jump to New Britain was not to come for several months. The war in China was almost altogether an air war, whose supplies had to be flown. over high, treacherous mountains. In the North, Pacific U. S. soldiers had just killed the Japs on Attu and the Japs were about to make the riddance of the Aleutians complete by scurrying out of Kiska in the face of the proposed American and Canadian invasion.

  When the decision to open the Central Pacific was made I was in the Aleutians. The Central Pacific sounded more exciting than anything I had seen in the war against Japan. In the first place, it would give us a chance to exercise the naval might which I could see building up all around me—for Kiska we had 135 ships, and that did not include the newer ones which were flowing out from the mainland shipyards in fairly steady streams. The Central Pacific, which is at least ninety-nine percent water, seemed an ideal place to use all this Navy.

  Also, there was no malaria in the Central Pacific islands. Malaria had been a worse blight in the South Pacific jungles than Japanese bullets. And, while the average civilian would say that he vastly prefers malaria to bullets, many soldiers will swear they would rather take their chances on the bullets. Military wise, a man knocked out by malaria is a casualty just as surely as one who has been wounded by shrapnel.

  And there would be no snow or fog in the Central Pacific I was sick of Aleutians weather. I was tired of flying in airplanes which took off in a little hole in the fog, hoping to find another hole in the fog at the end of the journey, tired of groping my way over tundra-covered mountains without being able to see more than thirty feet in any direction. In July I had boarded a cruiser for an eight-day task force patrol off Kiska. As I recall it, we saw our own protecting destroyers twice during the eight days. All that time they were within a few hundred yards on either side.

  Thus, my enthusiasm for the opening of the Central Pacific although I had no idea by what strategy we would eventually crush Japan, One might have looked at the various theatres in which we had begun fighting and assumed that Japan would be crushed, after long years, from all sides in a sort of medieval torture chamber.

  I had to go to see my editors in New York before I undertook any more war-corresponding. But I was so interested in the Central Pacific that I went by way of Honolulu. At Adak I Boarded a cruiser; seven days later, after watching the gray, dismal North Pacific change to the sparkling blue Central Pacific, I was in Pearl Harbor.

  The naval strength I saw—though it was puny compared to what I saw later—convinced me that the Central Pacific was going to become the main news story in the Pacific war and, since nearly every reporter prefers to follow the main story, I wanted more than ever to see the curtain rise in the new theatre. I learned enough about the impending opening of the Central Pacific to convince my editors—without telling them what would happen—that here was a story worth covering.

  The three September weeks and the 10,000-mile round trip between Honolulu and New York were a confusion of flying in an Army transport across the Pacific seated on mail bags—one would never imagine, just to look at it, that a mail bag can be so rocky—of battling priority officers, making four round-trip train trips (sometimes standing up) between office in New York and home in Washington, seeing editors and generals and admirals, kissing my children hello and goodbye, flying back from San Francisco to Honolulu on a Navy PB2Y which was rolling down the ramp into the water when I caught it. War correspondents’ life expectancy may not be long, but what there is of it is rarely dull.

  The big seaplane settled down on the waters of Pearl Harbor. I found a car and a telephone message waiting. I had three hours to board a carrier for “an important mission” with the Navy. My God, I said, are they going to invade the Jap-held islands so soon? Had the omission of battle on Kiska stepped up the timing so much more than I had expected?

  But this was not the invasion of the Marshalls or the Gilberts —I did not know which we would hit first. It was a carrier based raid on Wake Island, which could not fail to be a good story, because (1) it was the largest carrier task force ever assembled and (2) Wake Island was a place Americans would never forget.

  The raid on Wake has not much to do with this story, which is about Tarawa. It was a gratifying experience to be able to say that we had sent a lot of planes and a lot of bombs against the Japs who held our island. It was especially gratifying to me to write, “I flew over in a dive bomber. in the second element of a wave of 180 planes.” I had been in New Guinea early in the war when—in spite of the communiqués which daily told of our prowess—we often had only ten inadequate P-39’s to send up against, or to flee from, the two daily raids of Jap bombers and Zeros. And it was gratifying to peer out of the gunner’s seat of an SBD and watch it drop a bomb, in its dive from 14,500 to 700 feet, which fired a large oil tank and made the loveliest fire on the island. The Wake Island raid did not kill many Japs—you do not kill a man who is in a hole unless you drop a personal bomb on him—but it must have caused the Japs a great deal of trouble to rebuild what we destroyed there.

  Back in Pearl Harbor after this satisfactory experience with a grand bunch of naval aviators, than whom there are no finer or more courageous people in the armed forces, I learned the assignments for the Gilbert Islands invasion, I was scheduled to go with the northern force of Army troops, the 165th New York Infantry, which would take Makin. This was disappointing because I knew by then that Tarawa not only would be a bigger show, but would involve Marines. I had never seen the Marines in action, whereas I had been with the Army several times. I mentioned this to Rear Admiral Richmond Kelly Turner, commander of the Amphibious Forces—a man with a rare understanding of the press and a keen perception of the political implications of war. Admiral Turner said he had no objection if my assignment were changed. Lieutenant Commander Ken McArdle, chief public relations officer for the Pacific Fleet in the absence of Commander Waldo Drake, was understanding about it, and he switched me to the southern, or Tarawa, force. Also switched were Keith Wheeler of the Chicago Times, an able newsman who had been on Attu, and Gilbert Bundy, a newly arrived young artist who was now working for King Features.

  “You don’t know how lucky you three are,” said McArdle. I was to chew over his words many times later, and to wonder what he meant. I never found out, exactly.

  The assignment to Tarawa involved a long trip with a task force from one point in the Pacific to Base X where the naval forces—or part of them—would meet the Marines who were to do the invading. Wheeler, Bundy, and I were called one night at our lodgings at the original point and told to be packed and ready to depart at nine o’clock next morning.

  Early next morning we drove out to the harbor. A public relations officer put us in one of the wood-paneled station wagons that always make the Navy seem like a country club, and drove us to the vessel that would transport us: one of the old battleships that had been repaired, rearmed, and virtually made over after its humiliation on December 7, 1941. I had seen this old battleship many times, but she might as well have been in another ocean for all I knew about the people inside her. I spoke to an officer of this remote nearness of ships at sea. He said, “About half this war one of my best friends has been on a nearby ship. A dozen times I could have thrown a rock and probably hit him. But I have never seen him.”

  The U. S. S. Blisterbutt as the crew called her, and as I must call her too, was our home for the long days before we reached the rendezvous point in the South Pacific, was crowded, like most old ships which have been rearmed with many additional guns and gadgets. She carried more than two thousand officers and men—many hundreds more than she was built to carry. Her complement of officers was even more overcrowded than her complement of men, because old ships must train the officers who will run the new ships a-building. This crowding generally causes a ship’s executive officer to scratch his head and ask himself “Where in the hell am I going to put them?” when faced with the necessity of providing quarters for war correspondents. Aboard the Blisterbutt, which was the flagship of the force, Rear Admiral Howard Kingman solved the problem when he moved up to his sea cabin and gave the correspondents his own quarters.

  The Blisterbutt was on her way to battle. Her function was not the traditional function of the battleship: to sink the enemy fleet. Small hope of that. But she would shell Tarawa preparatory to the Marines’ landing. Hundreds of her big shells, each weighing a ton or so, would blast the Jap fortifications, knock out the Jap seacoast guns, perhaps drive the Japs a little bit crazy.

  The old Blisterbutt was slow, as all old battleships were slow in comparison to newer vessels like the North Carolina and South Dakota. This led to the fabrication of a cruel story which Blisterbutt men liked to tell on their ship. Just astern of us on the Blisterbutt pranced a majestic new battleship. It was as though a haughty race horse were forced to follow a plodding ox. From the Blisterbutt Admiral Kingman sent a blinker-light message to the captain of the new battleship, ordering him to stop that smoke from pouring out of his incinerator—the smoke might give away the task force to enemy patrol planes. The captain answered, so the story went, “Smoke unavoidable. Have been forced to cut out the boilers and burn garbage to slow down to your speed.”

  Life on the Blisterbutt was anything but exciting. Battleship men had begun to feel that they were as immune from enemy danger as a county clerk in Nebraska. Destroyers swarmed on every side like ants, protecting the force against submarines. There were airplane carriers to the portside and airplane carriers to the starboard, each carrier equipped with fast new fighters that could shoot down anything the Japs could put in the sky. If an enemy torpedo plane did manage to get through those fighters and through everybody else’s anti-aircraft, then the old Blisterbutt had plenty of anti-aircraft guns of her own, and her gunners never hesitated to remind themselves that her gunnery records had always been among the best in the fleet. If all these preventive measures failed, and a torpedo actually hit the ship—well, what was one torpedo to a mighty old fortress like Blisterbutt?

  Therefore, our wartime voyage might as well have been a peacetime cruise in the South Seas. The brilliant sunlight, the far-reaching, incredibly blue Pacific, the soft breezes at evening and the Southern Cross in the sky—all these were no different than they had always been. For many there was not even much work to do. Since the Blisterbutt carried so many officers, and there was only so much work to be done without people getting in each other’s way, some officers stood only one watch in six, i.e., worked only four hours a day. Most stood one watch in four.

  But it was not like a peacetime cruise. “This is all very lovely,” said a young junior-grade lieutenant, “but there are no women, and what is a cruise without women? And you can’t go up to the bar and say, ‘I think I’ll have a dry Martini before dinner.’” And the executive officer, an able engineer and sailor, was hard. “I have to be,” he said, “or some of these birds will relax.” On the Blisterbutt we put on neckties before we went to dinner in the wardroom, though the thermometer hovered around 100. We didn’t loll on the quarterdeck when we felt like it; sun-bathing was permissible only between noon and one o’clock. We never forgot about discipline, which in the U. S, Navy has long been synonymous with battleship.

  The Blisterbutt hadn’t had a fatal accident in fourteen years and she had had only four men killed by the two bomb hits she received at Pearl Harbor. But one day on the way to Tarawa, via Base X, her luck ran out. Two men were killed in unrelated accidents.

  That she should have lost an officer and a man in one day’s accidents was blamed by some superstitious sailors on the fact that a junior-grade lieutenant who had been on the ill-fated carrier Hornet lost his lucky dollar on that day which happened to be about one year after the sinking of the Hornet.

  The ship’s senior aviator, Lieutenant Harry P. Chapman, Jr., a quiet, popular Virginian, was the first casualty. He stepped jauntily up the quarterdeck ladder, wearing his blue, long-billed flyer’s cap. His little patrol plane, an OS2U Kingfisher, was already being warmed up, for launching off the catapult on a routine patrol. The plane was trundled over to the catapult. It was lifted onto the long catapult by a crane. Chapman climbed into the cockpit and started revving up the engine.

  But the plane’s underside had been insecurely fastened to the catapult slide. When the overhead cable was released, the little OS2U started falling off the catapult toward the starboard side of the deck. I was standing only twenty feet in front of Chapman. I could see the look of horror in his eyes when he realized what was happening. He started to rise up out of his seat Then he realized it would do no good to try to jump. He settled back, waiting for the crash.

  Several sailors who were standing underneath tried bravely co hold the plane in position by main strength. They jumped but of the way just in time. Amid a rending of metal and glass the plane crashed into the deck. The gunwales (side plates) which rose eight inches above the deck’s perimeter, cut into the cockpit. The engine was knocked out of its frame. The plane toppled into the water.

  As we pulled away from the floating wreckage—battleships do not stop in wartime—we could see one figure bob up. The rear-seat radioman was safe, but there was no sign of Lieutenant Chapman.

  Within five minutes one of our destroyers was racing to the wreckage, where it put a boat over. The destroyer stayed at the scene forty minutes. A diver went under the plane, cutting his arm severely on a piece of jagged aluminum. But nothing was ever seen again of Chapman. The crash into the gunwales had evidently knocked him unconscious and he undoubtedly was drowned.

  The other accident was even more unusual. A young sailor named Kenneth Munson unaccountably had chosen to sleep under the loading platform of a main turret gun. When, in the darkness of early morning, the big gun was elevated, the platform crushed the seaman under the weight of its eighty tons. It was a wonder that any spark of life remained in him, but he lived and was conscious much of the fifteen hours remaining to him. I saw him in the sick bay an hour before he died, when medical corpsmen were feeding him oxygen to keep him alive. He cracked a joke, and there was a flicker of a sad smile on the faces of the three men about him.

  Above all other things, Seaman Munson told the chaplain, he wanted to live. But he never had a chance. The doctor’s report read: crushed pelvis, urethra ruptured, one lung punctured, belly wall punctured and intestines and liver forced up through the hole into the lung, skull fractured, brain probably full of hemorrhages. He was not in pain; the great physical shock of his mangling had mercifully put young Munson beyond pain.

  Before he died the seaman, who had allowed himself to be listed on the ship’s roll as a Protestant, revealed that he had been baptized and reared a Catholic. Through the Catholic chaplain, who told him that his time to die had come, the seaman made his peace with his God. He died at eight o’clock that night.

  Quite a few days would elapse before the Blisterbutt reached port, so it was not feasible to hold the body for burial on land. Neither was there any reason for night burial—sometimes when casualties are heavy burial-at-sea ceremonies are held quietly and with brief prayers at night, lest the morale of the crew be disrupted by the sight of many shipmates going over the side for the last time. Preparations were made to bury the sailor at sea next morning at ten o’clock.

  The body was clothed in the uniform of the day: blue dungarees. It was weighted by two five-inch shells (approximately one hundred pounds). It was sewed in canvas by the sail-maker, but the ancient custom of taking the last stitch through the nose of the deceased was omitted. Nor were coins placed in his mouth, as custom once dictated when sailors believed it was necessary to pay the boatman Charon for the body’s passage across the river Styx.

  The ceremony was brief, since we were sailing through submarine-infested waters, but it was impressive. Some time before ten o’clock on the day of the funeral two wooden carpenter’s horses were placed on the starboard side of the quarterdeck. A detachment of armed Marines, distinguished from the sailors in blue by their khaki uniforms, stood at attention next to the horses. The ship’s band stood aft of the Marines, their backs to the sea. Still further aft, about seventy-five officers faced forward. The most spectacular sight was the thousand or more dungaree-clad sailors who swarmed over the turret armor and out to the very ends of the big guns of the battleship, over the air-defense stations, the anti-aircraft turrets and guns, and the superstructure. It is doubtful if a dozen men on board had ever before seen a burial at sea. Everyone was there except those whose duty at that moment was to keep the ship running and the guns manned.

  At 0940 the chaplain went below to the sick bay to bless the body, in the presence of the pallbearers, who were selected from the gunnery division of young Munson, who would never fire his big gun at Tarawa. The blessing was the 129th Psalm, which begins:

  Out of the depths have I cried unto Thee, O Lord; Lord, hear my voice.

  and ends:

  Eternal rest grant unto him, O Lord.

  And let perpetual light shine upon him.

  The pallbearers carried the body aft, the stocky young chaplain, Lieutenant Charles Covert, walking beside it, praying, “Come to his assistance, ye Saints of God! Meet him, ye Angels of the Lord. Receive his soul, and present it to the Most High. May Christ who called thee, receive thee; and may the Angels lead thee into the bosom of Abraham. Eternal rest grant unto him, O Lord!, and let perpetual light shine upon him.”

  When the pallbearers reached portside aft they had considerable difficulty lifting the body up the narrow ladder through the hatch, up to the quarterdeck. The band was softly playing Nearer, My God, to Thee. The body, covered by a large flag of the United States, was carried by the pallbearers across the quarterdeck and placed on the two wooden horses.

  Now the service proper began. The hundreds of grave-faced men uncovered as Chaplain Covert, wearing a black cassock and white-lace surplice and black stole over his khaki officer’s uniform, stood beside the body and prayed, almost inaudibly, for perhaps ten minutes, “Enter not into judgment with Thy servant, O Lord; for in Thy sight shall no man be justified, unless through Thee he find pardon for all his sins... Lord, have mercy on us. … Christ, have mercy on us. … Lord, have mercy on us.”

  The chaplain included in his prayers Lieutenant Chapman, an Episcopalian. Thus, instead of saying “deliver him,” Father Covert prayed, “From the gates of Hell, deliver them, O Lord. May they rest in peace.” And: “O God! To Whom it belongeth to show mercy and to spare, we humbly beseech Thee for the souls of Thy servants, whom Thou hast called out of this world, that Thou deliver them not into the hands of the enemy, not forget them forever; but command that they be received by Thy holy Angels. … ”

  Though the prayers in themselves followed the Catholic ritual almost as closely as if the funeral were being held on land, the chaplain interpolated some reference to the vast ocean whose bosom would receive the young sailor’s body. “O God, through whose mercy the souls of the faithful find rest, be pleased to bless this watery grave. Send Thy Holy Angel to keep it; and loose from the bonds of sin the souls of all whose bodies lie beneath the waters of this sea, that they may ever rejoice in Thee with Thy saints....”

  At the end of the prayers the pallbearers lifted the flag, holding it a few inches above the canvas shroud which enveloped the sailor’s body. The outboard carpenter’s horse was removed and, tenderly, the pallbearers lowered the sailor’s feet.

  The Marine Guard, which had already about-faced toward the sea, snapped smartly to “Present Arms!” More than a thousand officers and men brought their right hands to their foreheads in a farewell salute as the American sailor moved off the stretcher from underneath the flag and silently disappeared into the sparkling waters of the blue Pacific. Father Covert made the sign of the Cross, and said, “May the blessing of Almighty God, the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost descend upon you and remain forever. Amen.” The Marines brought their rifles to “Order Arms!”

  The Marine captain barked, “Ready! Aim! Fire!” The first volley from the Marines’ Garand rifles cracked over the waters. Then a second and a third. The bugler sweetly sounded Taps, which is as stirring a piece of music as ever was written.

  The band played Onward, Christian Soldiers. The officers and men stepped from the deck into the bowels of the ship, back to the business of war. That afternoon the padre said a mass for young Munson. The following Sunday there was a memorial service for Lieutenant Chapman.

  Aboard the Blisterbutt there were, as passengers, four “foreigners”—what a strange word for such men!—who were to play an important part in the Tarawa invasion. All were British subjects, shipmasters who had for many years sailed the waters around the Gilbert Islands. Now their duty would be to navigate those waters for the invasion, to board the leading ships and take our force into the virtually uncharted waters. Having only halfway dependable, hundred-year-old guidebooks, we had to place the largest force the Pacific had seen in the hands of mariners who relied upon their memories. Fortunately, those mariners and memories were good.

  Two of the “foreigners,” Lieutenants Page and Webster, were transferred—via breeches buoy—to destroyers early in the voyage, and I never got to know them well. But I listened long and fascinated to grizzled, old Karl Tschaun and bright-eyed, ruddy James Forbes.

  Karl Tschaun was born in Latvia, then a part of Russia. At nineteen he went to England and two years later, at twenty-one, to Australia. From 1910 until the mid-1930’s he had one job: a sailor in the service of the great South Seas trading firm, Burns Philp & Co. His last command had been a twin-engined, three masted barkentine.

  James Forbes was a Scotsman who became a New Zealander, For several years before the war he had commanded the British Government vessel, the Nimanoa, which cruised regularly among the Gilbert Islands, bringing government supplies and mail, carrying officials from one island to another.

  Of the Gilbert Islands I knew only that they lay across the equator, extending some four hundred miles from southeast to northwest, and that we were about to attack Tarawa and Makin, where the Japs had their only sizable concentrations. Messrs. Tschaun and Forbes set out to teach me something about the Gilberts:

  There are sixteen islands in the Gilbert group, from Arorae in the southeast to Little Makin—not to be confused with its more important neighbor, Makin or Butaritari—in the north west. The British colonial administration for the Gilbert and Ellice Islands was, before the Japanese invasion early in 1942, on Ocean Island, which is not a part of either group but sits off to the west by itself Most important of the Gilbert Islands was Tarawa—accented on the first syllable, Tar—which was the islands’ port of entry and the residence of the senior administrative officer and the senior medical officer. About one-fourth of the Gilberts’ one hundred whites and forty Asiatics had lived on Tarawa, about 3,000 of the 27,000 Micronesian natives.

  The Tarawa atoll is made up of twenty-five small islands and the coral reef passageway between them is dry at low tide, so that it is possible to walk from one to another. These twenty-five islands form a reversed L, eighteen miles north to south and twelve miles across the base east to west. An underwater coral reef, characteristic of all atolls, completes the triangle and encloses a large lagoon which is navigable by vessels of any size.

  Most important of the twenty-five islands of Tarawa was Betio—called Bititu on some maps—at the southwest corner of the atoll. There the British officials maintained their headquarters. Burns Philp & Co, had a warehouse there and maintained a commercial radio station. On the maps Betio has the shape of a bird lying on its back, tail tapering off to the east. This appearance is heightened by the pier which juts out like a leg five hundred yards from the bird’s belly. Betio is only two and one-quarter miles long, and at its widest point is only half a mile wide. The total area of the island is something less than one square mile. Betio was our target. Plainly, we were unlikely to find much of our target undefended.

  I asked Karl Tschaun about the natives.

  “They are fine people,” he said, “very intelligent, husky—you wouldn’t think coconuts and fish would produce such healthy specimens—and very kindly. They are—or were—a happy people, who sang a lot. Had very good voices. They are brown-skinned people, Micronesians. Not as light as Polynesians, not as dark as Melanesians.

  “You know,” the old ship’s captain continued, “these people got along very well. They liked the British rule. Each village had its own kaubure [pronounced cow-berry] or council. And a native magistrate administered justice, except in capital crimes, where the British courts took over. The natives had only one crop, copra from the coconuts, and I guess they produced maybe four thousand tons a year. It brought only four or five pounds for the ton, so it’s obvious that nobody was getting rich off the Gilberts.

  “I’m afraid we are going to kill a lot of the natives when we bomb and shell the place. Maybe we already have killed some in the bombing raids, I’m just hoping the Japs moved the natives off the islands where they had military installations. And I’m afraid of what the Japs might have done to the natives. Take the Marshall Islands—what a crying shame it was to hand those people over to the Japs after the last war! The Marshall natives—and I knew them well until the Japs took over the islands and shut the rest of the world off from them—were like pups that used to be happy until they were beaten into frightened, trembling dogs. The Japs made them bow down every time they met a Jap.

  “The Marshallese could not stand humiliation. When the Japs flogged a native he died of shame. The doctors actually could not determine the cause of death—there was no apparent physical reason for it. And every time a native died off the Japs imported a Jap to take his place. I understand the population of the Marshalls has decreased steadily since the Japs moved in on them. The Marshalls have always been so many poor, small islands compared to the Gilberts, anyway.”

  Said Captain Forbes, “The Gilbertese were proud too. Their dignity always had to be respected. The worst thing you could do to a Gilbertese was to ridicule him before other natives. You could clout him if he was wrong about something, and he’d laugh. But to treat him unjustly insulted his dignity and he was never the same again.

  “I’ll tell you something else about the Gilbertese that might give you an idea,” said Forbes. “They placed a high price on virtue. The penalty for adultery used to be death. The two principals were placed in a canoe without oars, food, or water, and set adrift on the eastward side of the island, with no hope of ever reaching land. The British discouraged such severity after they came.

  “The world doesn’t know much about these Gilbert Islands, but there is a lot of romance connected with their history. I used to like these islands very much—I got to know the South Seas from Auckland to Butaritari like the back of my hand, and there is none of it more fascinating than the Gilberts. Nothing but little spits of coral and sand studded with coconut palms. You can throw a rock across most of the islands. But the weather is fine—not too hot, in spite of being on the equator. Nearly always a cool breeze.

  “There was an old man named Isaac Handley who lived on Tarawa. In fact, I hope he is still alive. He was seventy-eight years old and he refused to leave when the others left. He was a Liverpool boy who went to sea at the age of twelve, became well-to-do, and finally built himself a fine home in Sydney. But he preferred the Gilberts to his fine home in Sydney. When the Japs came and the others left, he just said he thought he would stay—he had been there so long.

  “You may be interested in how the whites who got out of the Gilberts got away,” the little Scotsman went on. “The Japs landed at three o’clock one morning on Tarawa. They were very nervous and appeared anxious to leave as soon as possible. They looted the stores, but left some food for the eight or ten whites remaining, including the Burns Philp manager, the medical officer, and shipmaster Edward Harness, who had succeeded me as master of the Nimanoa. Then the Japs turned the natives into the stores and left about eight o’clock. Before they left they took Harness aboard the Nimanoa and cautioned him against any monkey business, but allowed him to pack his bag.

  “He managed to smuggle his sextant and log tables among his clothes, when the Japs weren’t looking. He ran the Nimanoa on a reef and the Japs blew her up. Two oil tanks exploded but her hull and some ribs were left intact. All the Japs wanted to do was make certain that the whites didn’t get away.

  “But Harness and the others managed to find an engine and hide it from the Japs. And to cover a twenty-foot boat with palm leaves. Three days after the first Japs had left a Jap Navy party came ashore. The first Japs had been tough and insolent —they had killed two natives who had been loosed from the insane asylum; one of them had been bayoneted in the medical officer’s house and had dragged himself over the dining-room floor, bleeding profusely from the stomach—but this naval party was very polite. The Jap lieutenant even told Harness he was sorry he lost his boat.

  “Then the Navy inspection party left Tarawa, too. Harness and the others, excepting old man Handley and Jim Smith, who also elected to stay, saw their last chance to get away. They set out in the small boat they had hidden under the palm fronds, installed the engine they had put away and set out for Suva, thirteen hundred miles to the south. But first they stopped at Nonouti—it’s pronounced No-nooch—which is the fifth Gilbert island to the south of Tarawa. There they found six American sailors who had been on the Donerail, which was sunk off Pearl Harbor during the first few days of the war. They took on the sailors, who were in pretty bad shape, and kept going until they reached Suva. When the Japs came back again there were still some whites in the Gilberts—a few New Zealand soldiers who manned lookout posts, and the priests of the Catholic missions—I think all the London Missionary Society people got out all right.
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