
the test in actual combat at their first major

amphibious effort of World War II, the

Guadalcanal campaign, they discovered ad-

justments inevitably had to be made. Marine

commanders became determined to apply

Guadalcanal’s hard-won “lessons learned” to

the Tarawa invasion.

The Tarawa attack, however, features sig-

nificant differences from the earlier experience

at Guadalcanal. The atoll’s total land mass is

only nine square miles of barren coral islets,

compared to Guadalcanal’s 2,500 square miles

of thick jungle. And unlike at Guadalcanal

where Japanese naval and airpower came dan-

gerously close to defeating the invasion, at

Tarawa the U.S. Navy is in complete control of

the sea and skies. Yet despite a lack of naval

and air support, Japanese defenders on Betio

have the advantage of being able to concen-

trate their considerable combat power against

the Marine invaders – something they were

unable to achieve in the trackless jungles of

Guadalcanal.

BLOODY TARAWA

As the sun moves higher in the sky on

“D+1,” you congratulate yourself for your

unexpected survival so far. Although you

were certain that the Japanese would launch

a banzai attack last night and

overrun your precarious posi-

tion on the Bird’s Beak, you

are relieved that they did not

– with the Pacific’s waters lap-

ping at your Marines’ “boon-

docker” boots, retreat would

not have been an option.

Now, taking stock of your

command, you realize that no

more than 60 percent of your

original L Company is pres-

ent. The rest of your men ei-

ther have become casualties

or have become part of some

of the other units scattered

across the island.

Marines from at least four

other companies have joined

your command. Counting the

crews from several beached

LVTs (Landing Vehicles,

Tracked) and a few signalers, corpsmen and

engineers, your composite “company minus”

numbers about 90 men, whom you hastily or-

ganized into three rifle platoons. Each Marine

is armed with grenades and either an M-1

Garand rifle or a carbine; plus some carry

satchel charges for bunker busting. Your com-

pany also has a few Browning

.30-caliber machine guns,

most of which have been dis-

mounted from the LVTs. For

fire support, your command

relies on a few 81 mm mortars

– and potentially naval gun-

fire, if you can establish com-

munications with the ships

offshore. While this is hardly a

fearsome, battle-hardened

force, it’s all you have.

Soon there is some good

news, however. A couple of

M-4 Sherman tanks, China

Gal and Cecilia, somehow

make their way inside your

perimeter. The firepower of

these two “moving pillboxes”

will be a great asset, regard-

less of how you choose to

proceed with your attack.

Since daybreak, enemy artillery, mortar

and small arms fire has been intensifying

around your exposed command. You must

come up with a plan and implement it as

soon as possible. To that end, you sum-

moned the three platoon leaders and the two

tank commanders, who have now joined you

®

COA 1: ATTACK EAST 
Attack east along Red Beach 1 and link up with other
Marine units.
COA 2: ATTACK SOUTH 
Attack south along Green Beach and destroy 
Japanese defenses.
COA 3: DEFEND IN PLACE 
Consolidate current position and defend against
Japanese attacks. 
OTHER COA: 
You have an alternative course of action in mind.
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Commander, you have various options to
consider for this mission. Check the box
next to the course of action you choose and
draw your solution on the map. Explain your solution in 
the space provided (200 words max). You can also download 
a PDF of the CDG map at www.armchairgeneral.com/cdg.

Select your preferred course of action.
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Maj. Michael P. Ryan (seen

here as a colonel) faced a dire

situation on D+1 of the Battle

of Tarawa. He had survived the

first night on Betio, but with

the ocean at his back and ene-

my fire intensifying, he des-

perately needed a plan.
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in the shallow foxhole you scooped out of

Betio’s sandy beach.

“Men,” you begin, “we dodged a bullet last

night when the Japs failed to launch a banzai

charge that likely would have pushed us back

into the sea. But I doubt we’ll be that lucky

again. I’ve been considering what we ought to

do, and I’ve come up with three possible

courses of action. I want your feedback on

each before I decide which one we’ll follow.”

Course of Action One: 

ATTACK EAST

“As you are probably aware, regimental

and battalion integrity is nearly nonexistent

since the Jap resistance broke our landing

force into small, isolated pockets dispersed

all along the invasion beaches. Our best

chance to make this attack a success is for

our scattered units to link up, thereby mass-

ing the combat power our battalion and reg-

imental commanders need to overrun the is-

land. Hence my first possible course of ac-

tion is for us to attack eastward to try to con-

nect with other units in our regiment. The

closest friendly force looks to be about 800

yards away at the eastern limit of Red Beach

1. With this plan we’d strike out along the

coast with the tanks in the lead and two of

the platoons following closely behind. The

third platoon would carry our wounded and

bring up the rear.

“A naval gunfire liaison team just

splashed ashore a few minutes ago with a

working radio, so we can request that the

ships pave our way by blasting any Jap

bunkers we come across. Once we hook up

with the other unit, Colonel Shoup, our reg-

imental commander, will give us orders on

how he wants us to proceed.”

Lieutenant Kelly, one of the platoon lead-

ers, says, “Major, according to my map, that

800 yards you mentioned looks more like

1,000, as we’d be following the curve of the

beach and not traveling in a straight line. As

we found out yesterday, the Japs are fiercely

defending Red Beach 1, and we’d have to

cross the entire length of it to reach the next

friendly unit. We’d be hard pressed to get

there before dark – if at all – and I don’t rel-

ish facing a nighttime banzai charge with the

company spread out along that route.”

Another platoon leader, Lieutenant Krause,

slaps at a sand flea and then offers,“I agree with

the Major. If units like ours don’t move to link

up, we’ll never mass enough combat power to

knock these Japs off this island. I say we’ve got

no choice but to attack east.”

Course of Action Two: 

ATTACK SOUTH

After acknowledging both officers’ com-

ments, you continue. “Another option is to

attack south along Green Beach, toward

Temakin Point. We’d find no friendly units

waiting for us, but this plan still has advan-

tages. Intelligence reports that most of the

Jap defenses along Green Beach have artillery

pieces oriented seaward to blast approaching

landing craft or take on warships that venture

too close to shore. If we hit these big guns

from their northern flank, we could roll ’em

up one by one, again calling in naval gunfire

to pave the way. Also like the last COA, we’d

advance with the tanks in the lead, followed

closely by two rifle platoons. The third would

bring up the rear with the wounded and be

prepared to join the attack if either of the first

two platoons gets bogged down.”

Lieutenant Kelly interjects, “But you said

our best chance is to link up with other

units. If there are no Marines at Temakin

Point, won’t we just be trading this spit of

sand for an even more isolated one there?”

Lieutenant Reese, the third platoon

leader, says to Kelly, “Look out to sea, buddy.

See all those landing craft circling around

waiting for a chance to disembark our fol-
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