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			Foreword

			Alan Axelrod

			The nature of war has been discussed, debated, and dissected, often brilliantly, by military theorists from Sun Tzu in sixth-century China through Clausewitz, Jomini, and Mahon in the nineteenth century, to Liddell-Hart and John Kegan among many others in our own time. Yet one element has stubbornly evaded meaningful analysis. 

			It is valor, individual courage. 

			Courage is to warfare what the Higgs bosun is to physics: the most elementary element, the ultimate topic, the indispensable piece of the universal puzzle. And yet, as elusive as the “God particle” of physics proved to be, we know far more about it than we do about courage as an element in war. Well, we do know this much, and it is key. Defeat generally follows when courage fails, even though courage is no guarantee of victory.

			In any context, courage is a mystery, wonderful and terrible, but nowhere more than in war. When the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its decision in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964), a case of obscenity and the First Amendment right to free speech, Justice Potter Stewart memorably wrote concerning pornography that he could never “intelligibly” define it, “but I know it when I see it . . .” 

			So is the case with courage in war. Neither Sun Tzu nor Clausewitz nor all their colleagues and progeny could define it, and so we need not be ashamed to say that neither can we. But we know it when we see it.

			Lamar Underwood has diligently searched for it, has collected it, and presents it to us in Only the Valiant. This is a magnificent collection because courage is magnificent. It is magnificent when it is at its most awesomely noble. And in this book, examples abound of John 15:13: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” But it is equally magnificent in the stories told here of warriors who fight despite the naked squalor of their frank and frankly confessed terror. Perhaps these instances of courage are, in fact, the most magnificent of all.

			Lamar Underwood included so much great writing here, great because it is true writing, unvarnished and uncooked. The raw clarity is crystal, and yet the mystery remains essential. You will not come away from this book capable of defining courage in warfare. You will not be able to reduce that God particle to an equation. But you will see courage, through history, in many conflicts, through the experience of many warriors, and you will know that what you have seen is it.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Lamar Underwood

			When the realization that somebody is trying to kill them strikes most men, they react variously—from following the time-honored advice “Keep your head down!” to fleeing the danger as fast as possible. Sometimes another mode kicks in. It comes to men under fire like lightning striking, illuminating sensory channels and nerve-ends, bringing muscles and awareness to unknown brinks. These are men who will fight back. The hunted becomes the hunter, armed and ready to destroy the enemy. Hiding without fighting is not the answer. Fleeing is not the answer. The answer, if there is one, is apparent for combat-trained troops: Kill the enemy before they can kill you.

			“Where did we get such men?” an aircraft carrier admiral asks himself when news of one of his jet pilots being shot down in the Korean War reaches the flight deck. Reflecting on the loss, the admiral muses, “Why is America lucky enough to have such men? They leave the tiny ship and fly against the enemy. Then they must seek the ship, lost somewhere on the sea. And when they find it, they have to land upon its pitching deck. Where did we get such men?”

			This graphic scene from James Mitchener’s The Bridges at Toko-Ri, and the movie that captured the story, asks an important question.

			Where, indeed, did we get Alvin York, who single-handily captured over 100 German soldiers in WWI? Where did we get the Ninth Air Force B24 pilots whose planes were hit and burning in the raid on the oil fields of Ploesti, Romania, but continued on to bomb the targets before their planes blew up and crashed? Where did we get the Marines at Khe Sanh, called the most savage fight of the Vietnam War? 

			Only the Valiant is meant to be a book that takes readers beyond the citations, past the words that outlined the acts of bravery, and into a “felt life” of the acts themselves. Here are battle scenes ranging from the Civil War to Iraq and Afghanistan.

			The emotional surge that can turn people who find themselves doing their duty under fire into heroes of inspirational levels, decorated for bravery with our country’s highest medals, is almost beyond description. It cannot be issued to our troops; it cannot be ordered by commanding officers. 

			When we read descriptions of acts of valor, like those related in this book, we can picture vivid examples of individual heroism. But they are all so different that defining the words “courage” or “hero” leaves us spinning under the plethora of definitions. Writers, generals, politicians, and citizens have tried to sum up the essence of the words since men first clashed in battle. Their quotations are stirring, and they show that heroes have answered strange and mysterious clarion calls not heard by those who are listening to words like “Keep your head down.”

			A book could be filled with quotes on heroes and courage, and perhaps these few will help make my point that acts of valor have many faces, each described by the time and the events, each above and beyond the call of duty:

			Uncommon valor was a common virtue.

			—Admiral Chester Nimitz, on Iwo Jima, 1945

			It doesn’t take a hero to order men into battle. It takes a hero to be one of those men who goes into battle.

			—Gen. H. Norman Schwarzkopf, on Desert Storm

			No sane man is unafraid in battle, but discipline produces in him a form of vicarious courage.

			—Gen. George S. Patton Jr., 1941

			It was easy. They sank my boat.

			—President John F. Kennedy, when asked how he became a hero

			The history of our nation makes it obvious that we have never lacked heroes. The causes that propelled them into acts of “uncommon valor” are as diverse as the individuals themselves. Is it a sheer adrenaline rush that propels the hero to risk sacrificing his own life to deliver a blow to the enemy? 

			Yes, of course. Sometimes it seems to happen that way.

			Can it be anger that has reached the detonation point, the irresistible urge to hurt those who have hurt us?

			Yes, absolutely. 

			Can it be the bond between men, unit pride, the commitment to giving everything in your strength and ability to achieving the mission? 

			Of course it can. 

			The citations of valor, even those of the most-celebrated Medals of Honor, usually tell us what the heroes did, not what they were thinking. Most such medals were awarded posthumously. In the rare cases where the heroes survived the action, interviews and manuscripts sometimes offer a glimpse at the moments that inspired the acts of uncommon valor, but more often we are offered an accounting of the action details. We can only wonder and guess what emotional fireworks sent these individuals storming the very face of death itself.

			In many battles, the fast action and twists of fate have obscured acts of valor that have gone into history without medals to celebrate them. Lt. Gen. Harold Moore describes the situation in the Ia Drang valley in Vietnam, where the 500 men of his 1st Battalion, 7th Cav, were surrounded by 2,000 North Vietnamese soldiers:

			“We had problems with awards. We had few who could type, so many of the forms were scrawled by hand by lanternlight. Many witnesses had been evacuated with wounds or had already rotated for discharge. Too many men have died bravely and heroically, while the men who had witnessed their deeds had also been killed. . . . Acts of valor and sacrifice that on other fields, on other days, would have been rewarded with the Medal of Honor or Distinguished Service Cross or Silver Star were recognized only with a telegram saying, ‘The Secretary of the Army regrets . . .’ The same was true for our sister battalion, the 2nd of the 7th.”

			The annals of American military history, the accounts of the battles that have kept our country alive, are no doubt filled with similar situations, where heroes whose bravery will never be recognized. We cannot salute them with medals; even so, their sacrifices must never be forgotten.

			This book is dedicated to heroes whose acts of courage have been recognized with appropriate medals. Their stories make irresistible reading. As we relive their experiences, we can only speculate on the forces of willpower that inspired them. They did not hide, they did not flee, they did not quit. They deserve our praise—and our memory.

		

	
		
			About the Medals

			Lamar Underwood

			What would you do with medals for military service, if you had them?

			If you were still on active duty, you would no doubt be wearing them on your uniform. The colorful bars that symbolize the larger real medals and certificates stand out on every soldier, sailor, or airman. Their meanings, the achievements they represent, are instantly identifiable to military professionals. For most civilians, pictures and explanations bridge the gap between a glimpse that tells a story, or an array of silent ribbons, albeit splashes of great color and sources of pride to those who wear them.

			Veterans who have put aside their uniforms for good, but retain great affection for medals earned, usually display them in their homes, framed and prominently placed, or sometimes wear them when participating in parades and military events. 

			Some veterans tuck their medals away in drawers and cubby-holes where they hope they will be forgotten. The experiences that earned them were so horrific, the memories so like the rage of the battles themselves, they demand to be forgotten . . . if possible. These vets don’t want to remember the experiences; and they damned sure don’t want to talk about them. I once knew an airman, gunner on an Eighth Air Force B-17 Flying Fortress in World War II, who flew bombing raids over Germany. His Purple Heart was tucked away in a drawer somewhere. He did not want to remember his last mission, when his plane limped home to England, with bleeding and dying crew on board. I only know about it because his wife told me, privately.

			Another airman acquaintance who flew in the Eighth eagerly described every mission of the 25 he flew—the color of the flak, the sound of it hitting the Fortress, the exact types of Luftwaffe fighters attacking the B-17s. He did not have a Purple Heart, but I don’t think it would have mattered. He just didn’t mind talking about the war. 

			Medals for distinguished service, worn with honor, are one thing. Medals for bravery in combat reflect maximum efforts and great sacrifices. Behind every medal and its certificate, there are great stories about individuals who gave far more of themselves than required by their oaths when they entered the service.

			The Medal of Honor is the greatest military recognition awarded by the military. 

			The Congressional Medal of Honor, as it is commonly called, was created back in Civil War days, when we had no Medal of Honor. Congress created the Medal to honor the Union soldiers who stole the Confederate locomotive and ended up being hanged as spies. [See Chapter 6 for that story.]

			Ceremonies of presidents draping the Medal of Honor over a courageous and fortunate recipient are usually given the full blast of coverage in all media. Often, the awards are posthumous, given to the survivors of heroes who didn’t make it home. The medals themselves are quite striking in appearance, symbolizing sacrifices far beyond “the call of duty.”

			Next to the Medal of Honor come the Distinguished Service Cross awards of Army, Navy, Air Force and Coast Guard, followed by the Silver Star, the Distinguished Flying Cross, and the Bronze Star. The differences between the action described in each award category are often so slight that it seems the award could have been moved to a higher rank. As Lt. Gen. Harold Moore explains in his book We Were Soldiers Once, a lot of paperwork went into award citations, and sometimes there just weren’t enough clerks or survivors around to complete the forms. The acts of many combat heroes in every U.S. battle went unrecognized—except in the minds of those who survived the experiences.

			And always, as a medal for bravery, in my opinion, the Purple Heart ranks very high. When your blood is spilled for your country, the nation should be grateful. The Purple Heart shows that gratitude.

			There is one more, and again this is a personal opinion: The Honorable Discharge is a medal in itself—for every man and woman who served in the Armed Forces of the United States of America.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Brave Men

			William Manchester

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Before the sands of Iwo Jima, there was Tarawa. In 1943, already fully bloodied in places like Guadalcanal, and long before they would ultimately plant the flag on the summit of Mt. Suribachi in Iwo in February 1945, the U.S. Marines floundered through tidal flats into hell on Tarawa.

			This account of one of the most devastating battles ever fought is from William Manchester’s brilliant and gripping book on his service as a Marine in World War II, Goodbye Darkness. The book is a mixture of memories of actual fighting in which Manchester was involved, histories of other battles, and impressions of battlefields as he visits them long after the war. The title is an expression of Manchester’s ultimate relief from the frequent nightmares of the war he endured for many years.

			Reading Manchester’s account of the Marine landings at Tarawa fills one with awe and wonder—awe over the horrific casualties suffered by the first waves, wonder that they ever got ashore at all. Manchester’s prose pulls no punches. This is a portrait of the battlefield in graphic detail, as written by an experienced journalist who wasn’t just covering the war—he was part of it, a Marine sergeant in the landing forces. As is well known now, the battle at Iwo Jima that took place in 1945 had more Medal of Honor awards than any single attack of the war. But the landing at Tarawa in November 1943 saw as much heroism as it did bloodshed and suffering. Four Medals of Honor were awarded, three posthumously; 46 Navy Cross awards, 22 posthumously; and 248 Silver Stars. The Marines suffered 1,000 dead, 2,300 wounded. They killed an estimated 97 percent of the 4,800 Japanese defenders. 

			Americans at home thought all the island battlefields in the Pacific were pretty much alike: jungly, rainy, with deep white beaches ringed by awnings of palm trees. That was true of New Guinea and the Solomons, but most of Admiral Nimitz’s central Pacific offensive, which opened in the autumn of 1943, was fought over very different ground. Only the palms and the pandanus there evoke memories of the South Pacific, and the pandanus do not flourish because rain seldom falls. A typical central Pacific island, straddling the equator, is a small platform of coral, sparsely covered with sand and scrub bush, whose highest point rises no more than a few feet above the surf line. Tarawa (pronounced TAR-uh-wuh), like most of the land formations in this part of the world, is actually an atoll, a triangular group of thirty-eight islands circled by a forbidding coral reef and sheltering, within the triangle, a dreamy lagoon. The fighting was on one of Tarawa’s isles, Betio (BAY-she-oh), because that was where the priceless Japanese airstrip was. Betio is less than half the size of Manhattan’s Central Park. No part of it is more than three hundred yards from the water. A good golfer can drive a ball across it at almost any point.

			Tarawa is in the Gilbert Islands. Nimitz’s real objective was Kwajalein, in the Marshall Islands, over five hundred miles to the northwest. The largest atoll in the world, sixty-five miles long, Kwajalein would provide the Americans with an immense anchorage and a superb airdrome. But Tarawa and its sister atoll Makin (pronounced MUG-rin) had to fall first. Unlike the Marshalls, which had been mandated to Japan in the Treaty of Versailles, and which Hirohito’s troops had spent twenty years arming to the teeth, the Gilberts, where Tarawa was, had been a British crown colony. The Nips had arrived there two days after Pearl Harbor. Colonel Vivien Fox-Strangeways, the resident British administrator, had fled Tarawa in a small launch, dashing from island to island by day and holing up in coves by night until a British ship picked him up in the Ellice Islands, to the south. Since then the only Allied contact with the Gilberts had been the ineffectual foray by Carlson’s Raiders on Makin. Carlson reported that he hadn’t encountered much resistance. By the autumn of 1943 that was no longer true. Carlson, ironically, had been the agent of change. Warned by his strike, the enemy had strengthened the defenses of the Gilberts, particularly those on Tarawa’s Betio. The Japanese needed that airstrip there. It is a sign of their determination that they had chosen Betio’s beach to site the British coastal defense guns they had captured at Singapore.

			Everyone knew that Tarawa—which is to say Betio—would be tough. The reef was formidable. The enemy had mined it. The beach bristled with huge guns, concrete obstacles, and barbed-wire concertinas designed to force invaders into the fire zone of cannon and machine guns. That was only part of the problem, but it was the part known to Spruance and his staff before the first wave of Marines went in. The greater problem was the reef. The only craft which could cross a jutting reef, even after the mines had been defused, were what we called “amphtracs”—amphibious tractors. Driven by propellers, they could move through water at four knots; their caterpillar tracks would carry them over land, including the reef ledge, at twenty miles per hour. Twenty Marines could ride in each amphtrac. The landing force needed all it could get. But there were few available, and Spruance’s staff, notably Rear Admiral Turner, took a sanguine view of the tidal problem anyway. Using 1841 charters, they assured the Marines that at H-hour the reef would be covered by five feet of water, which meant that a loaded Higgins boat, drawing between three and four feet, could cross it. Therefore there would be enough amphtracs for the first wave, though, they conceded, there would be none for those following.

			This defies understanding. A landing in spring would have been another matter, but Fox-Strangeways had described Betio’s low, dodging autumn tides to the Americans. Major F. L. G. Holland, a New Zealander who had lived on Tarawa for fifteen years, said the tide might be as little as three feet. And the night before the Betio attack Rota Onorio, now Speaker of the Gilberts’ House of Assembly and then a fourteen-year-old boy, paddled his dugout out to the Allied fleet and told naval officers that tomorrow the reef would be impassable, even at high tide. He, Fox-Strangeways, and Holland were ignored. Then, in the morning, the situation worsened when the fleet’s timetable began to come apart. The transports carrying the Marines were trapped between Spruance’s battleship bombardment and the replying fire from the enemy’s shore guns. They moved, delaying the landing and missing the tide. Next it was discovered that the battleship captains and the carrier commanders had failed to consult one another; the ships’ thirty-five-minute salvos ended to permit the carrier planes to come in, but the planes, whose pilots had been given another schedule, were a half hour late. That permitted the Jap batteries to open up on the transports, further delaying the landing waves. The air strike was supposed to last thirty minutes. It lasted seven. Finally, everyone awaited what was supposed to be the last touch in softening up the beach defenses, a massive B-24 raid from a base in the Ellice Islands. They waited. And waited. The B-24s never arrived. H-hour was delayed by forty-three more precious minutes.

			Both the American and the Japanese troops were commanded by admirals—the defenders of the atoll were members of the Japanese Special Landing Forces: Japanese Marines, wearing the distinctive chrysanthemum-and-anchor emblem on their helmets—and confidence was high, both on the flagship offshore and in the beach’s headquarters bunker. The admiral commanding the American bombardment told Marine officers: “Gentlemen, we will not neutralize Betio. We will not destroy it. We will obliterate it!” A Marine general, Julian C. Smith, replied: “Even though you navy officers do come in to about a thousand yards, I remind you that you have a little armor. I want you to know that Marines are crossing that beach with bayonets, and the only armor they will have is a khaki shirt.” But despite scheduling blunders the warships and warplanes seemed to be doing their best to prepare the way for the landing force. Three U.S. battleships, five cruisers, and nine destroyers had plastered the shore with three thousand tons of high explosives—roughly ten tons per acre. Yet the Japanese admiral remained confident. He had said that “a million men cannot take Tarawa in a hundred years.” Each of his underground pillboxes was built with steel and reinforced concrete, covered with coconut logs and coral, invisible to the American bombers and warships. Underground tunnels, invulnerable even to direct hits, connected the pillboxes and blockhouses. Fourteen huge coastal guns, including the eight-inchers from Singapore, led an orchestra of fifty fieldpieces. Over a hundred machine-gun nests were zeroed in on the lip of a four-foot coconut-log and coral-block seawall. The Japs doubted that any of the U.S. assault troops would ever reach the beach, however. The reef standing between them and the Allied fleet was wider than Betio itself. And the Japanese, unlike the Americans, possessed accurate tide tables.

			The struggle for the island began in the early hours of Saturday, November 20, 1943. By 4:30 a.m. the Marines assigned to the first wave had descended their cargo nets, jumped into Higgins boats, and transferred to amphtracs, which began fanning for the assault. Japanese ashore were aware of dark hulks in the night but were waiting until the Americans committed themselves to the isle’s sea beach or its lagoon side. At 4:41 a.m. a Nip coastal defense gun fired a red-star cluster over the six U.S. transports. Now they knew: it was to be the lagoon side. Our naval gunfire had been stunning—one Marine said, “It’s a wonder the whole goddam island doesn’t fall apart and sink”—but it had ended an hour earlier. Two U.S. destroyers laying down a smoke screen for the Marines were shelling the beach, but against such defenses tin-can fire was ineffectual. Japs who had been braced for an approach from the sea leapt into prepared positions facing the lagoon. Now the American Marines would confront 4,836 Japanese, most of them Jap Marines.

			Amphtrac coxswains found the seventeen-mile-long, nine-mile-wide lagoon choppy, its current strong, and their screws baffled by a riptide, a tug created by large volumes of water being sucked through underwater gaps in the reef. Instants later, they discovered that the Japs had somehow survived the bombardment. At three thousand yards from shore enemy artillery opened up on them; at two thousand yards they came under fire from long-range machine guns; and at eight hundred yards, as their awkward vehicles, half tanks, half boats, waddled over the reef, they were greeted by everything the enemy had, including sniper fire and heavy mortars. The amphtracs, performing as expected, came on. The Higgins boats behind them were stranded on the reef. They lowered their ramps, and the Marines stepped into chest-deep water. Robert Sherrod, then a Time war correspondent, has recalled: “It was painfully slow, wading in such deep water. And we had seven hundred yards to walk slowly into this machine-gun fire, looming into larger targets as we rose onto high ground.” Aboard one of the American warships a naval officer wrote in his log, “The water seemed never clear of tiny men . . . slowly wading beach-ward. . . . They kept falling, falling, falling . . . singly, in groups, and in rows.” Yet they trudged on, keeping their formations, “calm,” in Sherrod’s words, “even disdainful of death . . . black dots of men, holding their weapons high above their heads, moving at a snail’s pace, never faltering.” As Balaklava Pierre Bosquet had said of the Light Brigade: “C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la guerre.” And at Sedan in the Franco-Prussian War, where the French cavalry charged the Krupp guns again and again, until the last of them lay writhing in their own blood beside the carcasses of their slaughtered mounts, the King of Prussia had lowered his spyglass and murmured: “Ah, les braves gens!” Tarawa was more ghastly than magnificent, and it was certainly war, yet after all these years the bravery of its men is still wondrous.

			There was a ramshackle, cribwork pier, long and narrow, jutting out from the beach. As shelters, the pier’s coconut stanchions were pitifully inadequate, but they were better than nothing, and those who reached them unwounded thought themselves lucky. There they crouched, with shellfire pealing in their ears, amid geysers of water from new shells and the smaller splashes from machine guns in the bunkers and Jap snipers tied in the trees overhead, while the precise American invasion plan fell apart. The troops in the amphtracs were luckier than those jumping from the Higgins boats stranded on the coral-reef apron, but in this fire storm danger was merely relative; there was no real safety for anyone. Unprotected by counterbattery fire from the U.S. fleet, which could not risk hitting Americans, five out of every six amphtracs were destroyed or disabled. Some reached the wrong beaches. Some, their coxswains dead, ran amok, spinning crazily and hurling seasick men into the surf. Some toppled into shell holes. And some blew up when enemy bullets pierced their fuel tanks. A survivor of the first wave remembers: “Amphtracs were hit, stopped, and burst into flames, with men jumping out like torches.” Craft which survived were shuttling back and forth from the reef, carrying the wounded out and reinforcements in. The commander of the assault, Colonel David M. Shoup, a bullnecked, red-faced fighter who was also a scholar and poet, was wading toward shore when he hailed an amphtrac, ordered its crew to help him toss the Marine corpses in it overboard, rode in, and then set his command post in the shadow of the pier pilings, issuing orders while standing waist-deep in water with two other officers and a sergeant. Shrapnel riddled Shoup’s legs; he winced and then braced himself, waving away a corpsman. Other drenched Marines who had made it ashore huddled, terrified, beneath the four-foot seawall. Two brave amphtrac coxswains punched a gap in the long wall. Marines following them actually established a precarious toehold at the edge of the airstrip, about fifty yards inland, but their waterlogged radios didn’t work and so Shoup was unaware of their position. Closer to him, another coxswain trying to climb the wall succeeded only in jamming his amphtrac treads against it. The men who had reached the beach alive seemed doomed. One later said that it felt “like being in the middle of a pool table without any pockets.”

			It was now noon. Because the tide had been misjudged, the Higgins boats couldn’t even mount the reef now. Most of the amphtracs had been destroyed. One of them completely disappeared in a shell burst. “It had been there,” recalls a Marine who was nearby, “and then suddenly it was not. In its place, for a split second, there was a blur in the air, and then there was nothing.” One horrified coxswain lost his mind. On his way in, with bullets rattling on his hull, he screamed, “This is as far as I go!” He dropped his ramp and twenty Marines bowed by weapons and ammunition drowned in fifteen feet of water. A battalion commander elsewhere raised his pistol as he waded in and cried to the men behind him: “Come on, these bastards can’t stop us!” A Nambu ripped open his rib cage, killing him instantly. Another battalion commander, gravely wounded in shallow water, crawled on top of a pile of dead Americans to avoid drowning in the incoming tide. He was found there the following afternoon, still alive but raving.

			Enemy fire, writes Morison, “was horribly accurate; several times it dropped a shell right on a landing craft just as the ramp came down, spreading a pool of blood around the boat.” The Marine dead became part of the terrain; they altered tactics; they provided defilade, and when they had died on barbed wire obstacles, live men could avoid the wire by crawling over them. Even so, the living were always in some Jap’s sights. There were many agents of death on Tarawa: snipers, machine gunners, artillery shells, mortar bursts, the wire, or drowning as a result of stepping into holes in the coral. As the day wore on, the water offshore was a grotesque mass of severed heads, limbs, and torsos. If a body was intact, you could tell which wave it had been in; the freshly killed were limp, with only their scalps and arms visible in the swells, but those who had died in the first hour floated stiffly, like kayaks, showing faces, or pieces of faces. If they had lost all their blood they were marble white, and the stench of their putrefaction soon hung over them. Most of those still alive cowered where they were. One who didn’t, a corporal and a professional baseball pitcher in civilian life, crouched beside an amphtrac that Japs were trying to stop with hand grenades. As the grenades sailed in, he fielded them and flung them back as fastballs. Then one took a home-team bounce. Before he could grab it, it exploded. Later his hand was amputated. His example awed his men but did not inspire them. Real leadership was impossible. In a typical company, five of six officers were dead and all the sergeants dead or wounded. The survivors were bunched in little groups of three or four, trembling, sweating, and staring the thousand-yard stare of combat. 

			By early afternoon, with the tide falling, virtually all in the fourth wave, including 37-millimeter guns and their crews, were blocked by the reef. Some coxswains found holes in the coral; the others would be unable to move until night fell and the tide rose. The fifth wave landed its Sherman tanks on the reef; they plunged into four feet of water on the lee side and churned gamely on. Ashore, the survivors of four assault battalions held a lumpy arc about 300 yards wide which at places, owing to individual acts of heroism, reached a maximum depth of about 150 yards. Shoup had moved his command post fifteen yards in from the surf. His legs streaked with blood, he was standing exactly three feet from a Japanese blockhouse, but owing to the angle of its gun ports, he couldn’t reach the enemy and they couldn’t reach him. Here and there officers and NCOs were shoving and kicking—literally kicking dazed Marines inland. All the news was bad. The most dismaying reports came from the west, or right, of the island. The seawall was useless in the cove there; a sweeping cross-fire enfiladed our riflemen. The battalion commander in the cove, seeing that his men ashore were being scythed by machine gunners, held the rest of them on the reef. He radioed Shoup: “Unable to land. Issue in doubt.” After a silence he radioed: “Boats held up on reef of right flank Red One. Troops receiving heavy fire in water.” Shoup replied: “Land Red Beach Two”—to the left—“and work west.” Another silence from the battalion commander, then: “We have nothing left to land.” The officers around Shoup stared at one another. There had been seven hundred men in that battalion. How could there be nothing left?

			In fact about a hundred of the men were still alive, but in the chaos on the beach, with most radios still sodden or jammed, no one, including Shoup, knew of local successes. There was that tenuous hold on the end of the runway. It lay on the left flank of the assault, east of the pier. There was also the battalion of Major Henry P. “Jim” Crowe, a redheaded mustang, and it had landed intact, thanks to the covering fire of two destroyers. Except for the force on the runway tip, Crowe’s men were pinned down on the beach by fire from Jap pill boxes, but he could have silenced them with flamethrowers and TNT satchel charges if he had had enough of them. Chagrin yielded to alarm when an enemy tank appeared, clanking toward the battalion. Two U.S. 37-millimeter antitank guns were off shore in a sunken landing craft. The men hauled them through the languid surf and then, with all hands lifting, the two nine-hundred-pound guns were thrown over the seawall just in time to drive the tank back. On the other end of the Marine position, Major Michael P. Ryan, leading a ragtag force of men who had made it ashore and supported by the 75-millimeter guns of two tanks, overran several enemy positions. But Ryan, too, lacked flamethrowers and TNT. Finding that he couldn’t reach Shoup to call for reinforcements, he pulled back to a defense perimeter about five hundred yards deep. On Tarawa that was a victory.

			Messages between the troops ashore and the hovering fleet also went astray. In desperation, Shoup sent out an officer (Evans Carlson) in an undamaged amphtrac to beg for men, water, and ammunition. Carlson didn’t reach the battleship Maryland until late in the evening. By then, however, the plight of the force ashore had become obvious to General Smith, who had been anxiously following the sketchy reports from his CP on the battleship. Smith radioed his senior, Marine General Holland M. Smith, who, aboard the Pennsylvania, was commanding both the Makin and Tarawa assaults. His message to Holland Smith was: “Issue in doubt.” He wanted the Sixth Marines, which were being held in reserve. Meanwhile he was organizing cooks, field medics, typists, motor transport men, specialists, and staff officers into an improvised battalion which he intended to lead ashore if reinforcements were denied him. But he got the Sixth Marines. At the time it was thought they might just swing the balance, but Shoup’s position was at best precarious, and the Japanese were by now notorious for their night counterattacks.

			As darkness fell, five thousand Marines on the beach awaited death or terror. Ryan’s and Crowe’s men were wired in and Shoup held a shallow, box–like perimeter at the base of the pier. Everything, including ammunition, was in short supply. The beach was covered with shattered vehicles, the dead, the dying, and the wounded awaiting evacuation. Five 75-millimeter pack howitzers were ashore and a few medium tanks; that and the 37-millimeter guns was about it. The tropical moon was only a quarter full, but fuel dumps burning all over Betio provided a lurid, flickering light. Corpsmen worked through the night, ferrying casualties to the reef in large rubber rafts; other rafts brought water, blood plasma, ammunition, and reinforcements to the pier. The men on the perimeter, who thought they were ready for anything, were shocked to find their foxholes raked by machine-gun fire from the sea. Japs had swum out to disabled amphtracs abandoned there and were firing at the Marines’ backs. To the Americans that seemed the ultimate blow. Demoralized, they expected a banzai charge at any moment. To their astonishment it didn’t come. The night passed quietly. The Japanese had problems, too. Naval gunfire hadn’t obliterated the island, but it had inflicted very heavy casualties on the Nips outside their bunkers. And it had destroyed their communications. Great as Shoup’s radio problems were, the Japanese commander’s were worse. He couldn’t get any messages through. 

			Seawalls are to beachheads what sunken roads-as at Waterloo and Antietam-are to great land battles. They provide inexpressible relief to assault troops who can crouch in their shadows, shielded for the moment from flat trajectory fire, and they are exasperating to the troops’ commanders because they bring the momentum of an attack to a shattering halt. On Tarawa the survival of the American force depended upon individual decisions to risk death. Wellington said, “The whole art of war consists of getting at what is on the other side of the hill.” If no one vaulted over the wall, no Marine would leave Betio alive. Naturally everyone wanted others to take the chance. In the end, some did—not many, but a few—and they were responsible for the breakthrough. In defense of those who chose to remain until the odds were shorter it should be said that Tarawa was exceptional. In most instances frontal attacks are unnecessary. Cunning is more effective than daring. Even on Betio, even after the reef blunder and the failure to bombard the enemy until the last possible moment, permitting the shift of defenders to prepared positions on the lagoon side, there was a way out. Ryan provided it. He had turned the Jap flank. If Shoup’s radio had worked he would have known that and could have strengthened Ryan, rolling up the Nip defenses from the rear. So the instincts of the rifleman who hides behind the wall are usually sound. At least that is what I tell myself whenever I think of Tubby Morris.

			My seawall was on Oroku. There was no reef to speak of, and though enemy fire was heavy as the Higgins boats brought us in—we were soaked with splashes from near misses, and we could hear the small-arms lead pinging on our hulls—we lost very few men in the landing. Then we saw the seawall and thanked God for it. It was built of sturdy logs and stood over five feet high. Incongruously, an enormous scarlet vine rioted over the lower half of it. Between there and the surf line the beach was about ten feet deep. It looked wonderful. I was prepared to spend the rest of my life on those ten feet. A braver man, I knew, would try to skirt the wall and find Jap targets. But enemy machine gunners knew where we were. Nambus were chipping at the top of the wall; you could see the splinters. Even if I hadn’t been determined to save my own skin, which I certainly was, there were other reasons for staying put. I was surrounded by the Raggedy Ass Marines, the least subordinate of fighters. I knew that if I went up I would be alone. Furthermore, it seemed possible, even probable, that the First Battalion, on our extreme right, could envelop the Nips. The seawall tapered off in that direction, and the map showed an inlet where our men had room to move around. Anyhow, I was going to give them their chance and all the time they wanted.

			That was when Tubby arrived in the third wave. He had been in my officer candidate class at Quantico, and unlike me he had been commissioned. Now he was a second lieutenant, a replacement officer making his debut as a leader, or presumed leader, of seasoned troops. If there is a more pitiful role in war, I don’t know it. Troops are wary of untested officers, and the Raggedy Ass Marines were contemptuous of them. Some of them, like me, remembered him from Quantico. He hadn’t changed since we had last seen him; he was a stubby, brisk youth, in his early twenties but already running to fat around the jowls and belly. He had the sleek peach complexion of a baby and a perpetual frown, not of petulance but of concentration. I hadn’t known him well. He had the megalomania of undersized men. He was like one of those boys who always do their homework at school and never let you copy. He had been an overachiever, determined to please his superiors, but there had been many like him at Quantico. Here, however, he was unique. Among men who prided themselves on the saltiness—shabbiness—of their uniforms, his was right off the quartermaster’s shelf. I wondered whether he had been disappointed when they told him not to wear his bars in combat, for whatever his other failings he was, and was soon to prove, courageous.

			He caught his breath, looked around, and said, “I’m your new officer.” I grinned, held out my hand, and said, “Hi, Tubby.” That was stupid of me. He glared and kept his own hand on his trouser seam. Standing cockily like a bantam rooster—the wall was just high enough to let him stand—he crisply asked, “Sergeant, are these your men?” The Raggedy Asses grinned at one another. The very thought of belonging to anyone amused them. I felt cold. This wasn’t the good-natured Tubby I had known. This was trouble. I said, “Tubby—” and he cut me off: “Slim, I am an officer and expect to be treated with proper military courtesy.” That broke the men up. He heard their stifled chuckles and looked around furiously. It was an insane situation. Here we were, in the middle of a battle, and Tubby seemed to expect a salute, if not homage, from me. There wasn’t much room, but I said in a low voice, “Let’s talk this over,” moved away a few feet, and knelt. He bridled, but came over and squatted beside me. I told him that I didn’t want to undermine him, that I hadn’t meant to sound familiar, and that I was sorry. His jaw muscles were working. He said, “You should be.” Anger stirred in me. Looking back, I see that my motives were less selfless than I thought then. My sympathy for his position, though genuine, was tainted by resentment at taking orders from this little man whose background was no different from mine, by irrational scorn of junior officers who hadn’t yet proved themselves, and by the arrogance which combat veterans feel toward all green replacements, especially platoon leaders. At that moment, however, all I saw was that there was bound to be a certain stiffness between us which we would probably work around in time. Then I learned that for Tubby there wasn’t much time. He said, “Don’t tell me. Show me. I’m going to lead these people over the top, and I want you with me.” 

			He actually said “over the top.” We didn’t talk like that. He must have heard it from his father. World War I soldiers left their trenches to go over the top, over the parapet, into no-man’s-land. Then the implication of what he had said hit me. I whispered, “You mean over this wall?” He nodded once, a quick little jerk of his head. He said, “That’s where the Japs are. You can’t kill them if you can’t see them.” I felt numb. I said, “Look, Tubby—Lieutenant—I think—” He snapped, “You’re not paid to think. You’re paid to take orders.” I considered saying the hell with it. But this was literally a matter of life or imminent death. I tried again, earnestly: “Going up there would be suicide. The First Bat’s down there,” I said, pointing. “Give them a chance to turn the Nips’ flank and roll up those machine-gun nests.” He growled, “What’s the matter with this battalion?” I said, “We’re pinned down, so the action is on the flanks.” I could see I wasn’t convincing him, and I said hoarsely, “Tubby, I know they didn’t teach you that at Quantico, but that’s how we do it here. You’re not on some fucking parade ground. You can’t just pump your fist up and down and expect the men to spring up. They won’t do it. They won’t do it. I’ve been out here a long time, Tubby. I know.”

			He stared at me for a long time, as though waiting for me to blink first. I blinked and blinked again. Letting his voice rise, he said, “You’re scared shitless, aren’t you?” I nodded emphatically. His voice rose higher. All the guys could hear him now. He said, “That’s why I put up bars and you’re just an NCO. They could tell the difference between us in O.C. I’ve got balls and you haven’t.” There was just a tremor in his voice, and it dawned on me that he himself was petrified—he was masking his fear with his rudeness to me. But what he said next smothered my compassion. He sneered, and keeping his voice in the same register, he said: “I know your kind, Bub. You think we couldn’t hear you back there in the squad bay, masturbating every night? Did you think they’d give a Marine Corps commission to a masturbator? Only thing I couldn’t make out was how you dried the come. I figured you had a handkerchief.” I heard a titter from Bubba. I’m sure Bubba had never masturbated. His father, the Alabama preacher in whose steps he hoped to follow, had shown him the way to what he called “Nigra poontang” when he reached adolescence. But I wasn’t interested in Bubba’s good opinion. What Tubby had done, and it was unforgivable, was make me look ridiculous in the eyes of all my men. He knew that was wrong. They had taught that at Quantico. By mocking me he had contaminated both of us. I thought: Since I am a dog, beware my fangs. He and I were through. He was past saving now. His longevity would be less than a Jap’s. No one could lengthen it for him. I’ve kept telling myself that all these years, but there will always be a tug of guilt.

			Rising in one swift motion, he wiped his hands on his sturdy thighs, stood with, arms akimbo, and barked: “Men, I know you’d like to stay here. I would myself. But those yellow bastards down the beach are killing your buddies.” He didn’t even realize that a combat man’s loyalty is confined to those around him, that as far as the Raggedy Ass Marines were concerned the First Battalion might as well have belonged to a separate race. He said, “Our duty lies up there.” He pointed. He went on: “That’s what we call a target of opportunity, lads.” He paused, and his pouter-pigeon breast swelled. I wondered if he was trying to imitate Chesty Puller, that legendary Marine hero who is said to have boasted that he would win a Medal of Honor if he had to bring home a seabag full of dog tags. Tubby said, “I’m not going to ask any of you people to do what I don’t do. I’m going up first. Your sergeant will—” He checked himself. “It’s your sergeant’s job to see that every man follows me.” I was still down on one knee, eyes averted, running sand through my fingers. I wanted no part of this. He asked, “Any questions?”

			They looked up at him glassily. He hesitated, probably wondering whether he should threaten them with courts-martial. Then he turned and sprang at the seawall. He was too short. He couldn’t get a footing. He tried to stick one boondocker in a vine crotch, but the V was too tight. He could only wedge his toe in sideways, and that didn’t give him the right leverage. Panting, he tried again and again. He turned to me, his face flushed. He said, “Help me.” He must have hated to ask. I certainly hated his asking. I felt an insane urge to laugh, which I knew would turn into weeping. I looked into his wide eyes and said, “My legs are too shaky.” It was true. He said between his teeth, “I’ll take care of you later.” He turned, pointed to Bubba, and said, “You, over here.” Bubba came over and linked his hands. Tubby put in a foot, as if into a stirrup, swung up, rolled atop the wall, and rose till he stood sideways. Both his hands were pointing. His left forefinger was pointed down at us, his right forefinger at the Japs. It was a Frederic Remington painting. He breathed deeply and yelled, “Follow me!”

			The men’s faces were turned up, expressionless. Nobody moved. I stood beneath the wall, my arms outstretched, waiting to catch what would be left. At that moment the slugs hit him. It was a Nambu; it stitched him vertically, from forehead to crotch. One moment he was looming over us in that heroic pose; in the next moment red pits blossomed down him, four on his face alone, and a dozen others down his uniform. One was off center; it slammed in the Marine Corps emblem over his heart; the gunner knew his job. Blood had just begun to stream from there, from his face, from his belly, and from his groin, when he collapsed, tottering on the edge and falling and whumping in my arms face up. His features were disappearing beneath a spreading stain, and he was trying to blink the blood out of his eyes. But he could see. He saw me. He choked faintly: “You . . . you . . . you. . . .” Then he gagged and he was gone. 

			I looked away, feeling queasy. My blouse was wet with gore. Mo Crocker and Dusty Rhodes took Tubby from me and gently laid him out. There was no malice in the section. They mourned him as they would have mourned any casualty. They—and I above all—had merely been unwilling to share his folly. It was followed by savage irony. We had scarcely finished trussing him up in a poncho when we heard the sound of cheering to our right. The First Bat had turned the Jap flank. You could just see the bobbing of the camouflaged helmet covers and the moving line of smoke, and you could hear the snuffling of the tanks as their drivers shifted gears. I raged as I had raged over the death of Zepp. It was the sheer futility of it which was unbearable. Then I was diverted, as death in its grisly mercy diverts you, by the necessity of disposing of the corpse. I said to Knocko, “Pass the word to Buck Rogers—” Suddenly I realized that Buck might not still be alive, and that because Tubby had arrived so recently, his name might be unknown at the CP anyhow. Instead, I said, “The new lieutenant is dead. Pass the word to the nearest officer.”

			One of the problems at Tarawa was the uniforms. When General Smith said the Marines’ armor would be limited to khaki, he was speaking figuratively. The men actually wore new jungle suits, camouflaged green on one side and brown on the other, presumably for use if the Marine Corps found itself fighting in the Sahara Desert. But the designers of the suits had neglected to make them porous. Wearing them was like being wrapped in plastic. The men would have sweated that first night on Betio whatever they wore—they were just ninety miles from the equator—but in those suits they lost pounds, and greeted the dawn gaunt and shrunken. In the early light, they saw that their lines were intact. That heartened them, and led many to conclude that the crisis was past. They were wrong. As the struggle resumed its ferocity, Sherrod heard on all sides the pi-ing of enemy rifles rippling the air and the ratatatata and the brrrp of their machine guns. In five minutes he saw six Marines die. He wrote: “This is worse, far worse than it was yesterday.” The battleship Maryland, with communications restored, radioed Shoup, asking him if he had enough men. He said he didn’t and added: “Imperative you land ammunition, water, rations and medical supplies. . . . Imperative you get all types of ammunition to all landing parties immediately.” The corpsmen ran out of bandages. Shoup ordered them to wade out to the reef and strip dead Marines of first-aid kits that all men carried on their belts. At midmorning he told Sherrod: “We’re in a mighty tough spot.” At 11:00 a.m. he radioed General Julian Smith: “Situation doesn’t look good ashore.”

			The immediate problem was bringing in reinforcements from the Sixth Marines. They had been waiting in Higgins boats for nearly twenty hours, trying to find a way past or over the reef. The Japs on the stranded amphtracs were still in position, firing seaward now, their .303-caliber copper bullets hitting with remarkable accuracy whenever men on the landing craft peered over their bulkheads. Nambus seemed to be firing on all sides. One was set up on a Jap privy built over the water. The greatest danger, however, came from the hulk of an old freighter to the right of the pier, about seven hundred yards out. From here the enemy could smash the fuel tanks of landing craft, exploding them, and zero in on the Sixth Marines as they jumped out into the water and started trudging in. There were 800 Marines when they started; 450 made it to the beach.

			Marines already ashore rocked the freighter with 75-millimeter pack howitzers and 81-millimeter mortars, and dive-bombers from U.S. carriers tried to take it out, but it seemed indestructible. A naval officer on one Higgins boat suggested to debarking men that they keep the boat between them and the hulk, as a shield, but, as the officer recalls, “They told us to follow the plan and retire so other waves could get to help them.” It was at this point that the erratic Betio tide began to rise, threatening the wounded men lying on the reef with drowning. A salvage crew from the transport Sheridan, rescuing them, encountered about thirty-five Marines, unharmed but lacking weapons. The skipper offered to evacuate them. They shook their heads, asking only that the crew “bring back something to fight with.” During the five hours needed to land the First Battalion of the Eighth Marines—the last of the reinforcements—its casualties were greater than those of any battalion reaching shore the day before.

			The survivors strengthened Ryan’s end of the beachhead. At daybreak, his communication with the fleet reestablished, he had called in a barrage of five-inch shells from a destroyer offshore. With those salvos and fire from two tanks, he recovered the ground that he had yielded the previous afternoon; pushing on, he crossed the airfield and established an anchor on Betio’s south shore. This time Shoup learned of Ryan’s progress and altered his tactics to exploit it. As Tarawa’s tide turned, the tide of the battle was at last turning with it. The freighter hulk was annihilated by concentrated fire. Jim Crowe’s mortars and a seemingly invincible tank christened “Colorado” were cracking pillboxes open. Flamethrowers, suddenly plentiful, licked at spider holes and bunkers. One two-story concrete blockhouse, intact despite point-blank fire from a destroyer, was knocked out when a Marine tank crawled up to the entrance and blasted away. Over three hundred charred corpses were later found inside. The western half of Betio was now in American hands. Shoup radioed the fleet: “Casualties many; percentage dead not known: we are winning.”

			The Japanese didn’t think so. They laid down such heavy howitzer fire on Shoup’s left flank, resting on a Burns-Philip Company wharf, that any U.S. advance there was out of the question. The enemy didn’t know about the cargoes of equipment, supplies, and plasma coming in over the now-submerged reef, or that another battalion had reached Ryan—the first to stream ashore with few casualties and dry weapons. The Nips’ will to resist was as inflexible as ever. As American firepower drove them back and back on the eastern half of the island, their snipers scampered up palm trees or lay among their dead comrades, feigning death until they could leap up and attack Marines whose backs were to them. Monday night they launched three vicious counterattacks against the Marine line, which now lay athwart the entire island. Despite naval gunfire and Marine artillery, some Japs penetrated the American perimeter. Hand-to-hand fighting followed, with Kabars and bayonets. A Marine lieutenant sent back word: “We’re killing them as fast as they come at us, but we can’t hold much longer. We need reinforcements.” He was told: “We haven’t got them to send you. You’ve got to hold.”

			They did; Tuesday morning they counted 325 Jap bodies around their foxholes. At the time it was impolitic to pay the slightest tribute to the enemy, and Nip determination, their refusal to say die, was commonly attributed to “fanaticism.” In retrospect it is indistinguishable from heroism. To call it anything less cheapens the victory, for American valor was necessary to defeat it. There were brave Marines, too, men who didn’t commit suicide, as Tubby did, but who knew the risk, decided an objective was worth it, and never looked back. There was Jim Crowe, charging and shouting over his shoulder, “You’ll never get the Purple Heart a-laying in those foxholes, men!” There was Lieutenant William “Hawk” Hawkins, who knocked out machine guns by standing in full view of the gunners and firing into pillbox slits, then tossing in grenades to finish off the Nips inside. He was wounded by a mortar burst and told a corpsman: “I came here to kill Japs, not to be evacuated.” Still erect in the terrible heat, Hawk blew up three more pillboxes before a shell killed him. And there was Lieutenant Alexander Bonnyman, an officer of engineers who could have left the fighting to the infantry but who chose to attack the enemy’s huge headquarters fortress bunker with five of his men. They climbed up the tough, stringy weeds of the slope outside to reach the roof, the highest point on the island. A door opened and a horde of Japanese poured out to drive him off. Bonnyman remained standing for thirty seconds, firing a carbine and then a flamethrower before he fell, mortally wounded. He had held the erupting Nips off just long enough for his men to drop grenades into the strongpoint’s ventilation system. When the grenades exploded, more Nips swarmed up, shells and small-arms fire drove them back. A bulldozer sealed the entry. Gasoline was poured in vents still open and ignited by TNT. The Marines heard the blasts, then screams, then nothing. Inside were nearly two hundred Japanese corpses.

			One of them was that of the Jap admiral commanding Betio’s defenses. His faith in Tarawa’s impregnability had been based on the assumption that if he were attacked, Tokyo would send him warships, warplanes, and more troops. His superior had assured him that Tarawa would be “a hornet’s nest for the Yankees.” He couldn’t imagine what had gone wrong. We know now. Because of America’s twin-pronged drive, the men and equipment which had been earmarked for him had gone to Bougainville, under assault by the Third Marine Division, and to MacArthur’s objectives in New Guinea. Shortly before Bonnyman’s feat, the doomed admiral had radioed Tokyo: “Our weapons have been destroyed, and from now on everyone is attempting a final charge. . . . May Japan exist for ten thousand years!” Leaderless now, the remaining Nips formed for the first of those suicidal banzai charges or took their lives in a sick ritual which would soon be familiar to American assault troops all over the Pacific: lying down, jamming the muzzle of an Arisaka rifle in the mouth, and squeezing the trigger with the big toe. By Tuesday Japanese resistance had collapsed. Except for seventeen Nips who surrendered, all were dead or fugitives, running across the reef to other islands in Tarawa’s atoll, where they were soon pursued and shot. Tokyo’s commentators eulogized them as “flowers of the Pacific” and quickly turned to other news, as well they might. Tarawa had been a Nipponese disaster. Already Hellcats were landing on Betio’s airstrip, named Hawkins Field for Hawk. At 1:10 p.m. Tuesday the battle was officially ended. It had lasted seventy-six hours, and the only dispute about it now was whether the island’s bird-shaped fragment of coral was worth the price the Americans had paid.
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