
 
 

ISLAND HOPPING: BATTLE OF TARAWA & MAKIN ATOLLS 
 

DATES: AUGUST 17 1942, NOVEMBER 20 – NOVEMBER 23 1943 
 

Belligerents 

 United States  Empire of Japan 

 
CARLSON’S RAIDERS LAND ON MAKIN ISLAND: AUGUST 17 1942 

 
On August 17 1942, Lt. Col. Evans F. Carlson and a force of Marine raiders come ashore Makin Island, in the west Pacific Ocean, 
occupied by the Japanese. What began as a diversionary tactic almost ended in disaster for the Americans. Two American submarines, 

the Argonaut and the Nautilus, approached Makin Island, an atoll in the Gilbert Islands, which had been seized by the Japanese on 
December 9, 1941. The submarines unloaded 122 Marines, one of two new raider battalions. Their leader was Lt. Col. Evans Carlson, a 

former lecturer on post revolutionary China. Their mission was to assault the Japanese-occupied Makin Island as a diversionary tactic, 
keeping the Japanese troops “busy” so they would not be able to reinforce troops currently under assault by Americans on Guadalcanal 

Island. 
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Carlson’s “Raiders” landed quietly, unobserved, coming ashore on inflatable rafts powered by outboard motors. Suddenly, one of the 

Marines’ rifles went off, alerting the Japanese, who unleashed enormous firepower: grenades, flamethrowers, and machine guns. The 
submarines gave some cover by firing their deck guns, but by night the Marines had to begin withdrawing from the island. Some Marines 

drowned when their rafts overturned; about 100 made it back to the subs. Carlson and a handful of his men stayed behind to sabotage a 
Japanese gas dump and to seize documents. They then made for the submarines too. When all was said and done, seven Marines 
drowned, 14 were killed by Japanese gunfire, and nine were captured and beheaded. 

 
Carlson went on to fight with the U.S. forces on Guadalcanal. He was a source of controversy; having been sent as a U.S. observer with 

Mao’s Army in 1937, he developed a great respect for the “spiritual strength” of the communist forces and even advocated their 
guerrilla-style tactics. He remained an avid fan of the Chinese communists even after the war. 

 

 
 

THE BATTLE OF TARAWA: NOVEMBER 20 – 23 1942 

 
In the Battle of Tarawa the U.S. began its Central Pacific Campaign against Japan by seizing the heavily fortified, Japanese-held island of 

Betio in the Tarawa Atoll in the Gilbert Islands. The 18,000 U.S. Marines sent to tiny Betio were expected to easily secure it; however, 
problems quickly arose. Low tides prevented some U.S. landing crafts from clearing the coral reefs that ringed the island. Japanese 

coastal guns pounded the snagged vessels and desperate Marines gave up on freeing the boats and instead waded toward shore - 
hundreds of yards away - through chest-deep water amidst enemy fire. Despite heavy resistance from the 4,500 Japanese troops dug in 

on Betio, the Marines finally took the island after a bloody, 76-hour battle in which both sides suffered heavy casualties. 



 
 
U.S. PACIFIC STRATEGY 1943 

 
After entering World War II in December 1941 following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the U.S. began to halt Japan’s aggressive 
expansion in the Pacific with important battle victories at Midway Island (June 1942) and Guadalcanal (August 1942-February 1943) in 

the South Pacific. American commanders next set their sights on an island-hopping campaign across the central Pacific. They intended to 
take the Marshall Islands followed by the Mariana Islands, then advance on Japan. 

 
The Gilbert Islands, a group of 16 atolls near the equator, were viewed by the U.S. as a stepping stone to the Marshalls and became the 

first target of the Central Pacific Campaign. In November 1943, the U.S. launched an offensive code-named Operation Galvanic, in which 
the prime target was the tiny island of Betio in the Tarawa Atoll in the Gilbert Islands. As part of Operation Galvanic, the U.S. would also 

send a smaller force to the Gilberts’ Makin Atoll, some 100 miles north of Tarawa. Compared with the taking of Tarawa, the U.S. faced far 
less Japanese resistance at Makin and the Americans secured the atoll by November 23, 1943. In late December 1941, Tarawa, a coral 

atoll located some 2,500 miles southwest of Hawaii, had been seized by the Japanese, who heavily fortified Betio, Tarawa’s largest 
island. 
 

By November 19, 1943, American warships had arrived near Tarawa. Naval and air bombardments were planned for the next morning 
with the goal of weakening Japan’s defenses and clearing the way for 18,000 U.S. Marines to seize the island. However, the taking of 

Tarawa would prove to be more difficult than the Americans had anticipated. 
 

HEAVILY FORTIFIED TARAWA 
 

Tarawa was the most fortified atoll America would invade during the Pacific Campaign. Japanese Admiral Keiji Shibasaki (1894-1943), 
confident in his command, reportedly bragged that the U.S. couldn’t take Tarawa with a million men in 100 years. Measuring around two 

miles long and a half-mile wide, the island of Betio was crisscrossed with defenses: 100 pillboxes (dug-in concrete bunkers), seawalls, 
an extensive trench system for defensive movements and an airstrip were supported by coastal guns, antiaircraft guns, heavy and light 
machine guns and light tanks. Betio’s beaches were naturally ringed with shallow reefs, which were covered with barbed wire and mines. 

The Japanese garrison at Betio was defended by at least 4,500 troops. 
 

The U.S. fleet of warships that arrived at Tarawa Atoll on November 19 1943 included battleships, aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers 
and a huge supply fleet, all supporting 18,000 Marines. The attack would be a monumental effort of combined arms coordination in a 

new war tactic, dubbed “Atoll War,” which relied upon heavy pre-invasion bombardment by battleships and carrier planes. Marines were 
to approach the shore in new amphibious tractor vehicles dubbed ‘amphtracs’. These landing crafts, armed with machine guns and 

carrying 20 troops each, were able to crawl over shallow reefs and other barriers. 
 

The highly coordinated U.S. battle plan at Betio relied on the precise timing of several key elements to succeed, but almost from the 
beginning there were problems. Heavy sea turbulence slowed transfer operations of the U.S. Marines to the ship-side landing crafts. A 
pre-invasion air raid was delayed, upsetting the timetable for other parts of the assault. Holding for the air raids, support ships ready to 



launch massive pre-invasion bombardments lingered in position longer than expected. They were forced to dodge increasingly accurate 
fire from the island where Japanese defenders were dug in. 

 
Compounding these problems was a lower-than-anticipated tide level around the island that morning. Most amphtracs in the first assault 

wave were able to reach the beach as planned, but nearly all the larger, heavier landing crafts behind them jammed into coral reefs 
exposed by the shallow tide. Marines were forced to abandon their landing crafts and wade through chest-deep water amidst enemy fire. 

Precious gear, especially radios, became soaked and useless. Many Marines were hit in the open water, and those who made it to shore 
arrived exhausted or wounded, ill-equipped and unable to communicate with supporting forces. 

 
Making matters worse, the assault path through the lagoon to the shore became congested with disabled landing crafts and bloodied 

bodies, which hindered the dispatching of reinforcements. Marines on the beach crawled forward, inch by inch, knowing that to stand or 
even rise slightly made them easy targets. By the end of the first day, 5,000 Marines had landed at Betio while at least another 1,500 
had perished in the process. 

 

 
 

 
On the morning of November 21, the second day of fighting, unexpectedly low tides continued to plague the U.S. assault. Again, assault 
troops had to leave their crafts short of the shore and wade in through enemy fire. In addition to being fired upon from shore, Marines 

were also assaulted from their sides and rear by enemy snipers who had entered the lagoon under the cover of night to position 
themselves on crafts that had been wrecked and abandoned the day before. 

 
By noon, however, the tide finally began to rise, and U.S. destroyers were able to maneuver closer to shore to lend accurate supporting 

fire. Reserve combat teams and support craft transporting tanks and weapons raced to shore, and the ground assault finally took orderly 
form. The Marines moved inland, blasting surviving enemy emplacements with grenades, demolition packs and flamethrowers. 

 
On day three of the battle, November 22, the Marines fought on, destroying several Japanese pillboxes and fortifications. That night, the 
last Japanese defenders of Betio launched a furious but futile banzai charge, or all-out, suicidal attack. Most Japanese soldiers fought to 

their death rather than surrender. At morning light on November 23, the defenders lay in tangled heaps; All but 17 of the 3,636 
Japanese soldiers had died defending Betio. Seventy-six hours after the invasion began, Betio was finally declared secure. 



 
 
AFTERMATH OF TARAWA 

 
Nearly 1,700 U.S. troops were killed in action and some 2,100 were wounded in only three days of fighting at Tarawa. Word of the heavy 

casualties soon reached the U.S. and the public was stunned by the number of American lives lost in taking the tiny island. 
 
However, U.S. commanders learned important lessons from the Battle of Tarawa that would be applied to future atoll wars, including the 

need for better reconnaissance, more precise and sustained pre-landing bombardment, additional amphibious landing vehicles and 
improved equipment: Among other advancements, better-waterproofed radios would be developed. 

 

 



 
 

M’44 SCENARIOS FOR ISLAND HOPPING: BATTLE OF TARAWA & MAKIN ATOLL 
 
The Battle of Tarawa & Makin Atoll campaign includes 6 standard scenarios and 2 Overlord (OL) maps. These scenarios chronicle the 

major engagements of the Gilbert Islands campaign, and include only the best available in the Scenarios from the Front (SFTF) files 
section on the DoW website. 

 
No campaign rules are included; not all M’44 players have access to the Campaign books. Instead, simply tally up the number of medals 

won in each scenario after playing both sides. A medal tally table for all scenarios is included below.  
 

1. AUG 17 1942: Marine Raiders! 
2. NOV 20: Battle of Tarawa 

3. NOV 20: Tarawa – Beach Red! 
4. NOV 20: Tarawa – Betio Island 
5. NOV 20: Tarawa Atoll 

6. NOV 20 – NOV 21: Operation Galvanic OL 
7. NOV 20 – NOV 23: Bloody Landing on Betio OL 

8. NOV 23: Japanese Counter Attack 
 

There are a total of 138 medals with the 2 Overlord scenarios included, and 82 medals without. 
 

 

SCENARIO (+ total medal count) P1…………. P2…………. 

1. Marine Raiders! (10)   

2. Battle of Tarawa (12)   

3. Tarawa – Beach Red! (18)   

4. Tarawa – Betio Island (14)   

5. Tarawa Atoll (12)   

6. Operation Galvanic (OL) (26)   

7. Bloody Landing on Betio (OL) (30)   

8. Japanese Counter Attack (16)   

TOTAL MEDAL TALLY   
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