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Tarawa Atoll is a soft right triangle,
with the vertical side a reef running
north and south and broken by an en-
trance to the lagoon. The east-west base
and the hypotenuse are strings of islands
with Betio at the lower left and the larg-
est island, Buariki, the topmost save one,
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18 nautical miles north of Betio. Mg.
Gen. Julian C. Smith’s 2nd Marine Divi-
sion would attack Betio on the morning
of 20 November 1943. Subsequent land-
ings would take the rest of the idands,
skipping a few, in the five days after

Betio was secured.
(Continued on page 3)

By 6 February 1943, Guadal canal had
been secured and full-scale fighting on
land died down for a time. There were
several small but ferocious naval en-
gagements in the next few months, nota-
bly night actions around the Solomon
Islands, in which the U.S. Navy got the
worst of it, and an odd engagement half-
way between westernmost Alaska and
the Soviet Union — the Battle of the
Komandorskis — in which an outnum-
bered American force in full retreat con-
vinced the Japanese to break off the ac-
tion and thereafter supply their troops on
Attu and Kiska in the Aleutians by sub-
marine.

During this lull, meetings were held
in San Francisco and Washington, at-
tended by Admiral Ernest J. King, Chief
of Naval Operations, Admiral Chester
W. Nimitz, Commander in Chief of the
Pacific Ocean Area, and General Doug-
las MacArthur, Supreme Commander of
the Southwest Pacific Area, or their rep-
resentatives. Nimitz and King met in San
Francisco and Rear Admira Raymond
A. Spruance represented him in Wash-
ington at a March meeting. At these, and
additional conferences, the objective was
to lay plans for taking the offensive
against Japan.

Attu had been wrested from the Japa-
nese in May by the U.S. Army 7th Divi-
sion supported by a small detachment
from the Navy’'s Task Force 50 (Vice
Admiral Spruance now commanded TF-

(Continued on page 2)



! ||# $
W3 & '
(Continued from page 1)
50) but King was itchy for action against
Jap-held idands that blocked the road to
Tokyo.

For the first year and one-half of the
war, U.S. resources had been directed
against Hitler, because of agreements
between President Roosevelt and
Winston Churchill. But in the spring of
1943, a meeting of the combined British
and American Chiefs of Staff, code-
named Trident, had resulted in a
“strategic plan” for the defeat of Japan.
The Allies, meaning the U.S., would
advance along two lines, up through the
South Pacific and across the Central
Pacific, toward Mindanao in the Philip-
pines.

As originaly planned, the first attack
in the Central Pacific would be against
the Marshall Idands, but that was
changed and the Gilbert Islands, nearer
to the Southwest Pacific Area, was se-
lected. An invasion of the Gilberts
would be supportive of MacArthur's
planned attack on Bougainville. More-
over, the Gilberts would be within range
of land-based aircraft. The isand of
Betio in Tarawa Atoll would be taken —
that was the plan submitted by Nimitz to
the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

On 20 July, the Joint Chiefs approved
the plan, but for some reason decided
that the island of Nauru should be taken
at the same time. Nauru would provide
an airbase 400 miles closer to Japan than
Betio, but it wouldn't be 400 miles
closer to anywhere €else. It is a pear-
shaped coral outcropping almost on the
equator, comprising about 8 square
miles of plateau that is mostly phos-
phate, created by millennia of birds leav-
ing their calling cards. The phosphate
had been mined for generations, leaving
the interior pockmarked with caves and
excavations.

Nauru is fringed by a reef lying about
1000 feet offshore, with few navigable
breaks. Cliffs up to 100 feet high rise
almost from the water’s edge, with only
a“beach” of from 150 to 300 yards deep
surrounding the island. On that narrow
strand, Japanese gun emplacements and
pillboxes ringed Nauru. On the plateau,
the Japs could be expected to have put
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caves left by mining to good defensive
use.

When Marine Corps Maj. Gen. Hol-
land M. Smith saw the photos and maps
of Nauru, he had visions of landing craft
stranded on the reef, troops cut down as
they waded ashore, those that made it
picked off as they scaled the cliffs. He
doubted that the U.S. Army 27th Infan-
try Division, earmarked for the invasion,
could pull it off. He had an ally in Spru-
ance, who saw his fleet divided, and
separated by 19 hours steaming time at
20 knots.

At a September meeting between
Nimitz and King at Pearl Harbor, Spru-
ance raised the objections to Nauru and
King asked what he proposed as an alter-
native. Spruance proposed Makin Atoll
and ticked off the advantages — Makin
would provide a stepping stone to the
Marshalls was the main one — and a
few days later word came back from the
Joint Chiefs that the change had been

approved. Holland M. Smith would be in
overall command of the ground forces,
Army Mg. Gen. Ralph C. Smith would
send his 27th Division against the Makin
Atoll idand of Butaratiri and Mgj. Gen.
Julian C. Smith’s 2nd Marine Division
would take Betio.

H-Hour was to be 0830, 20 Novem-
ber 1943. Carrier planes and bombard-
ment by ships was to soften up Tarawa
and Makin. At Makin, there wasn't
much to soften up. Pilots reported Ta-
rawa devastated. It wasn't.
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A planned invasion of British Canada
by U.S. forces was called off on 19 No-
vember 1812. An army of 5,000 men
under Mg. Gen. Henry Dearborn moved
up the Lake Champlain route, but the
invasion faltered when soldiers refused
to leave U.S. sail .
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(Continued from page 1)

Betio istwo and a half mileslong and
a half-mile across at its widest paint.
The highest point of land, depending on
the tide, is ten feet. A 3,000 -foot run-
way lay on the east-west long axis of the
island, with paved arms that were either
short runways or taxiways forming a
triangle. The isand was defended by its
2,600-man garrison and there were an
equal number of support and aviation
personnel. The commander, Rear Admi-
ral Keichi Shibasaki, thought Betio
could not be taken. He was very nearly
right.

When, at 0900, the Marines began to
land at three designated beaches on the
north shore of Betio, inside the lagoon,
they found that three days of “softening
up” hadn’t done the trick, and their LVT
“Alligators” met withering 37mm and
76mm fire as they crossed a fringe reef
well off shore. Scores of Marines didn’t
make it to the beach and, for the first
time, there were news photographers on
hand to record this dearest cost of wag-
ing war. Within a few days, their pic-
tures were on the front pages of Ameri-
can newspapers, and the public was
aghast. But only for a day or two. As
people digested this grisly evidence of
the barbarity of warfare, a new resolve
took place. This was what Isoroku Ya
mamoto warned about when he told the
Japanese cabinet that he feared he
“would awaken a dleeping giant.”
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Despite the Jap defensive fire, ele-
ments of the 8th and 2nd Marines made
it ashore in the assault waves and, ac-
cording to Sergeant Jim Lucas, a Mar-
ine combat correspondent and later a
Scripps-Howard reporter in its Washing-
ton Bureau, they won the battle for
Betio. “The issue was settled by the as-
sault waves,” he wrote. “Had these
troops faltered, we would not have taken
the Gilberts. Most of the heroic efforts
of the first three hours will never be
written because most of the principals
and witnesses are dead.” But it would be
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another 73 hours of bitter fighting before
Betio was secured.

By nightfall, Marines under Cal.
David Shoup held a shallow beachhead
about 600 yards wide and 300 yards
deep and a tiny corner of the northwest
tip of Betio where one battalion had got
separated from its command group and
waged war on its own, under its senior
company commander, Mike Ryan. Two
Sherman tanks had joined this orphan
battalion, which then moved along the
western end of Betio. During the night,
some artillery from the 10th Marines
made it ashore and a battalion of the 8th
Marines came in at dawn, taking heavy
casudlties.

Julian Smith, using the words “Issue
in doubt,” asked Holland M. Smith, who
was aboard Pennsylvania off Makin, for
permission to bring in the 6th Marines,
his Corps reserve. The fresh troops were
released and landed mostly intact by late
afternoon of D-Plus-One. By the end of
the day, Shoup, who had been wounded
but had not relinquished command, had
driven across Betio to its south shore and
Ryan, with his orphan unit, had secured
the western end of the island. On the
morning of D-Plus-Two, the 1st Battal-
ion of the 6th Marines swung right from
Shoup’s position and drove west to join
up with Ryan, and by late afternoon the
Marines controlled the western two-
thirds of Betio.

That night, the Japs shot their bolt
with three suicidal banzai chargesand in

(Continued on page 4)
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Makin Atoll, 100 nautical miles north
of Tarawa, could be a stepping stone to
the Marshall Islands, the next objective
of the U.S. offensive in the Central Pa-
cific, or it could be a base from which
the Japanese could harry U.S. efforts to
remain in the Gilberts and to invade the
Marshalls. The 27th Infantry Division,
U.S. Army, under Mg. Gen. Ralph C.
Smith, would attack the island of Butari-
tari at the same time Magj. Gen. Julian
Smith’s Marines were attacking Betio at
Tarawa Atoll.

Butaritari is shaped like a misshapen
T-square with an 11-mile shank and an
off-center head. In August of 1942, Lt.
Col. Evans F. Carlson's Marine Raiders
had hit Butaritari, destroyed its 83-man
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(Continued from page 3)

the morning fresh troops of the 3rd
Battalion, 6th Marines pushed to the
eastern tip of the island. Julian Smith
declared the island secure at 1321 on
23 November.

The Marines had lost 984 dead and
2,072 wounded. Of the 5,200 defend-
ers, 17 wounded Japs who were taken
prisoner and 129 Korean laborers were
all that were till aive.
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garrison and left. The raid was good for
morale at home, but had caused the Japs
to reinforce the idand. But the Japs
seemed to think that if the Americans
came again, they would land on the
shank of the T-square, as Carlson had
done. The Americans didn’t.

Butaritari was defended now by a
garrison of not quite 800 men, about half
of them trained to fight. They were led
by a lieutenant. The defenses had very
few gun emplacements and just a few
tank traps, placed where Carlson had
landed. Ralph Smith had the 165th Regi-
mental Combat Team and a battalion-
size landing team of the 105th Infantry,
6,472 assault troopsin all.

The initial landings were on the head
of the T-sguare, from the ocean, and
were lightly opposed. Progress off the
beach was slowed only by an occasional
sniper. Two hours later, another assault
attacked the shank of the T-square from
inside the lagoon, and was met with
small arms fire. Because of a miscalcula-
tion of tides, landing craft grounded on
the fringe reef and the attackers were
forced to wade in waist-deep water for
the final 250 yards, a circumstance that
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had proved murderous for the Marines at
Betio. Three men werekilled.

At the end of D-Day, Rear Admiral
Kelly Turner reported to CINCPAC
“Progress satisfactory.” He said that the
two invasion forces had linked up, half
the idand was in American hands and
casualties were light. That was not satis-
factory progress in the eyes of Admiral
Chester W. Nimitz, who, in the light of
the disparity of forces, expected Butari-
tari to be taken in a single day, which
would alow the naval forces to be
moved to a safer area.

As it was, the 27th Division slogged
on, taking another two days to reduce
enemy resistance to the point where the
issue was no longer in doubt. Finaly,
with casualties of 66 killed and 152
wounded, Ralph Smith reported to Hol-
land Smith, Nimitz and the world,
“Makin taken.”

“Makin taken” had a nice ring to it
and was echoed in headlines all across
the U.S., but it may have had a hollow
ring to some of the Gls, if they knew
what had taken place at Tarawa.
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In a complex operation beginning on
8 November 1942 and lasting for three
days, American and British forces be-
gan, with the invasion of western North
Africa, to retrieve from Germany lands
taken by Adolph Hitler in his quest for
world domination.

The invasion, code-named “Oper-
ation Torch,” was under the command of
U.S. Mgor Genera Dwight D. Eisen-
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hower, Ike's first wartime command of
troops at any level, from platoon up.

Under the overall naval command of
Admiral Sir Andrew B. Cunningham,
commanding officer of the Royal Navy’'s
Mediterranean Fleet, a combined fleet
divided into separate components would
put more than 100,000 troops ashore at
three locations.

The Western Task Force under U.S.
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Rear Admiral H. Kent Hewitt landed
35,000 American troops led by Major
General George S. Patton Jr. on
beaches at Safi, Fedala and Port Lyau-
tey near Casablanca in French Mo-
rocco. It was hoped that resistance by
Vichy French forces would be nonexis-
tent or light, but this landing produced
the only ship-against-ship naval action
of Torch.

A Center Naval Task Force under
Commodore Sir Thomas Troubridge,
RN, landed a force of 39,000 Ameri-
cans under Major General Lloyd R.
Fredenall a Les Andalouses and La
Senja, near Oran in Algeria. The East-
ern Naval Task Force, under the com-
mand of Rear Admiral Sir H. M.
Burroughs, RN, put ashore 10,000
American and 23,000 British troops
under U.S. Major General Charles W.
Ryder at Castiglione and Algiers, some
of whom were bounced by sea 110
miles farther east down the Med to
Bougie, still in Algeria.

ACTION OFF CASABLANCA

The French battleship Jean Bart was
at Casablanca, unfinished but capable
of using her 15-inch guns. The light
cruiser Primauguet, Contre-Amiral
Gervais de Lafond, was also there, with
two 2,500-ton destroyers and five
1,400-ton destroyers. Overall, but split
into three attack groups and one cover-
ing group, Hewitt had the battleships
Massachusetts, Texas and New York;
heavy cruisers Wichita, Tuscaloosa,
and Augusta; light cruisers Savannah,
Brooklyn, Cleveland and Philadelphia;
the fleet carrier Ranger and four
“auxiliary” carriers (later called escort
carriers); and no fewer than 38 destroy-
ers. Lafond didn’t have to face them
all, but what he faced was enough.

At about 0700, Jean Bart and coast
defense guns began firing on Massa-
chusetts, straddling her with their fire.
Massachusetts and Tuscaloosa imme-
diately responded to Jean Bart and
Wichita took on the coastal defense
guns. Salvos from the battleship’s 16-
inch guns did superficial damage to the

French ship until, after about fifteen
(Continued on page 6)
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minutes, a single round jammed the for-
ward turret in train, silencing Jean Bart’s
entire main battery. Wichita, during this
time, had put the coastal guns temporar-
ily out of action.

At 0815, the French destroyers put to
sea with the objective of attacking U.S.
transports landing troops and supplies at
Fedala, and were followed by Lafond in
Primauguet at 1000. Fedala was only 20
minutes from Casablanca for the 36-knot
destroyers, and at 0828 they began firing
on the transports, hitting one. They also
engaged the U.S. destroyers Wilkes and
Ludlow, damaging the latter and putting
her out of the fight. Hewitt ordered Au-
gusta, Brooklyn and the destroyer Svan-
son to assist Wilkes in dealing with the
French destroyers.

As the French ships were driven back
toward Casablanca, Primauguet sortied
to assist them. By now, American units,
assisted by planes from Ranger, had
sunk two French destroyers, Fougeueux
and Boulonnais, and a third, Brestois,
had been so badly damaged she was just
able to make port, where she capsized. A
fourth, Frondeur, aso made port but
sank at her berth. Primauguet, Albatros
and Alcyon reached the harbor and con-
tinued to fire from there. Continued
bombardment from American ships and
aircraft eventually finished them off be-
fore noon on D-Day.

Early in the afternoon, troops had
secured Fedala and Patton went ashore.
That evening, Patton sent a demand, un-
der aflag of truce, that Vice Admiral F.
C. Michelier, French naval commander
at Casablanca, surrender. As a Michelier
aide spoke through closed gates to the
emissaries, Jean Bart's guns came back
to life. “There is your answer,” the aide
said. He shrugged, as only Frenchmen
can, saluted and walked off.

It would take two more days to con-
vince the French that the Americans
were their friends. When, on 11 Novem-
ber, Michelier met with Hewitt, it was
not as the vanquished handing his sword
to the victor. The surviving French ships
would remain in French hands, fly the
French Tricolor, be manned by French
crews and would retain their guns and
ammunition. The shore batteries would
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also remain in French hands. Three hun-
dred French prisoners were released in a
ceremony on the 13th, and expressed
appreciation that the Tricolor continued
to fly over Safi.

The French capitulation did not end

naval hogtilities off Morocco. German
submarines sank seven ships in two
days, including four transports off
Fedala. Three other ships, including an
oiler and the destroyer Hambleton, were
hit by torpedoes, but not sunk.

(Continued on page 7)
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(Continued from page 8)

with her, including her captain, Kersaint
de Coetnempren, one of Conflans' best
officers.

The first French ship to strike its col-
ors was Héros, which surrendered to
Magnanime. The weather was so bad, no
boat could be sent with boarders to take
her and she ran ashore. Shortly after
1600, Royal George poured repeated
broadsides into Superbe, sinking her,
and just before dark the French ship For-
midable, “pierced like a cullender,”
struck to Resolution and was made a
prize. “Night was now come,” wrote
Hawke in his report, “and blowing hard
on a lee shore, | made the signal to an-
chor.”

Conflans, even though he was in
home waters, dared not move in the
heavy weather and darkness, and he also
anchored. At dawn, he found himself
facing Royal George and made no at-
tempt to fight it out. Instead, he beached
his flagship, burnt her and escaped
ashore with his crew.

Hawke's victory not only ended the
threat of invasion, it cost the French
navy whatever esteem it held in the court
of Louis XV and among the soldiery. An
English fleet of 23 ships of the line had
chased a French fleet of 21 and defeated
it practically within its own port, inflict-
ing a loss of seven ships and 2,500 sail-
ors at a cost of two ships, the crews of
which were saved.
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(Continued from page 6)

On 17 November, the American
transports and their escorts departed for
the return to Hampton Roads in the U.S.
and, on 19 November, Casablanca was
incorporated into the new Moroccan
Sea Frontier as anaval base.

Torch had been a success, and a
classroom for future amphibious opera-
tions. U.S. ground forces had not yet
met a determined enemy. They soon
would.
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The French, in July 1759, had assem-
bled a fleet of barges at Havre with
which to ferry troops to England, but Sir
George Rodney destroyed the flat-
bottomed boats by bombardment, open-
ing the naval warfare of the Seven
Years War. In August, an English fleet
under Edward Boscawen encountered
off the coast of Portuga a French fleet
bound from Toulon to Brest to augment
the force of Admiral Hubert de Conflans
at Brest. Boscawen captured three ships
and drove two more ashore.

Sir Edward Hawke had spent the
summer of 1759 hugging the Ide of
Ushant off Brest at the northwestern tip
of France, keeping Comte de Conflans
bottled up. An invasion army with trans-
ports had been assembled at Vannes,
near St. Nazaire and facing on Quiberon
Bay, waiting for Conflans to guide it
safely to England where it might end the
inconvenient alliance of George Il with
the Germans and restore Catholicism to
the heretic island.

On 9 November, strong seasonal
gales had forced Hawke to take shelter
for a week in Torbay, a Channel port in
southwest England. The same westerly
storms which had driven Hawke to cover
kept Conflans in Brest, but when they
dackened sufficiently to alow the Eng-
lish to sail, Conflans escaped from Brest
and headed south to Quiberon Bay with
a force augmented by a squadron of frig-
ates under Bompart. But Hawke was on
his heels.

Off Quiberon Bay, Conflans ships of
the line gave flight to a small squadron
of British frigates that was watching the
transports, but his lookouts reported sails
in the west. They were Hawke's. Con-
flans made for inshore and Hawke flew
the signal “Form as you chase.” The
chase was on under darkening skiesin a
building northwesterly gale.

Hawke had no local knowledge of the
sea around the rocky cluster called The
Cardinals and the shoals called Le Four
that guarded the bay, but he knew that
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where Conflans sailed he could follow.
Hawke would not be content to continue
the blockade of the invasion fleet -- he
saw the opportunity to destroy it once
and for all.

The English line was led by Mag-
nanime, a former French ship com-
manded by Lord Richard Howe. She was
followed by Torbay, Dorsetshire, Reso-
lution, Warspite and the flagship Royal
George. Conflans, leading his ships in
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the huge Soleil Royal, saw that Hawke
meant to overtake and engage him at a
disadvantage, so he turned to head to
sea, which turned out to be a mistake, as
he encountered Royal George. The new
French 74, Thésée, which was in action
with Torbay, caught a sudden gust in her
sails which laid her on her beam ends.
With her lee gun ports open, she in-
stantly filled and sank, taking her crew

(Continued on page 7)
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How to Get in Touch

Mission: History has been asked to provide
an address for reader communications. E-mail
may be sent to this address:

navhi st @acbel | . net

Mail may be sent by conventional post to:
Ric Teague
2239 Wellesley Street
Palo Alto, CA 94306

Submissions are not encouraged because of
the time available for editing. If sent, they
should be typewritten copy, double-spaced,
accompanied by a 3¥zinch diskette containing
the submission in Word 6.0 for Windows.

Quite welcome, however, are suggestions of
events for coverage. Please offer suggestions
two months ahead of the anniversary of an
event.




