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Island Hopping in the Pacific [image: ]

By the beginning of 1943, the war in the Pacific had become a contest of distance, endurance, and industrial power. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 had opened a vast conflict that stretched from the Aleutian Islands to New Guinea and from Burma to the central Pacific. During the first months of the war, Japanese forces had advanced with astonishing speed, seizing the Philippines, Malaya, Singapore, the Dutch East Indies, Guam, Wake Island, and numerous island groups scattered across thousands of miles of ocean. Yet the apparent permanence of those victories proved deceptive. At the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway, the United States halted Japan’s expansion and inflicted losses that the Japanese naval aviation establishment could not easily replace. The bitter struggle for Guadalcanal, meanwhile, demonstrated that American forces were capable not merely of stopping the Japanese advance but of beginning the long and difficult movement westward. The strategic question was no longer whether the Allies would counterattack. It was how they could cross the immense Pacific, break through Japan’s defensive perimeter, and bring the war to the Japanese home islands without exhausting themselves against every fortified position along the way.

The answer became known as island hopping, although American planners more often used terms such as leapfrogging or bypassing. The concept was simple in theory but extraordinarily complicated in practice. Rather than attack every island occupied by Japanese troops, Allied commanders would select positions that offered airfields, anchorages, or other strategic advantages. Once captured, these islands would become bases for aircraft, warships, submarines, and supply vessels. Japanese strongholds that did not need to be taken would be isolated, deprived of reinforcement, and left to wither. The Allies would then leap forward to the next important objective, gradually moving their bombers and naval forces within range of the Philippines and eventually Japan itself. This approach conserved lives, ships, ammunition, and time. It also transformed geography into a weapon. An island did not need to be conquered if control of the surrounding sea and sky rendered its garrison powerless.

Nevertheless, island hopping was never a single, perfectly unified plan directed by one commander. The Allied advance developed along two broad and sometimes competing axes. In the Southwest Pacific Area, General Douglas MacArthur commanded forces advancing along the northern coast of New Guinea toward the Philippines. In the Pacific Ocean Areas, Admiral Chester W. Nimitz directed operations through the central Pacific, where American forces would move through the Gilbert, Marshall, and Mariana Islands. These routes reflected both strategic necessities and institutional rivalries. MacArthur believed passionately that the United States had a moral obligation to liberate the Philippines, from which he had escaped in 1942 after promising, ‘I shall return.’ Nimitz and many naval planners favored a more direct drive across the central Pacific, where the growing strength of the United States Navy could be used to seize islands suitable for major air and naval bases. Ultimately, the Joint Chiefs of Staff approved both advances. Rather than choose one route, the United States would apply its rapidly expanding resources to two converging offensives.

This dual strategy placed intense pressure on Japan’s defensive system. Japanese commanders could not know with certainty where the next major blow would fall, and they lacked the shipping, aircraft, and trained personnel to defend every threatened position equally. Yet the Allies also faced immense difficulties. Distances in the Pacific defied ordinary military experience. A campaign might be fought thousands of miles from the nearest major industrial base, across waters where storms, reefs, inadequate charts, and mechanical failures could be as dangerous as enemy action. Every soldier, vehicle, artillery shell, gallon of fuel, medical kit, and ration had to be transported by sea. Assault forces required specialized landing craft, engineers, construction battalions, naval gunfire, fighter cover, and carefully coordinated communications. The American advance therefore depended not only on courage at the shoreline but on a logistical system capable of moving entire communities of men and machines across the ocean.

The human environment added another layer of complexity. The islands of the Pacific were not empty pieces on a military map. They were inhabited by diverse Indigenous communities whose lives were disrupted, endangered, and sometimes devastated by the conflict between imperial powers. People in the Solomons, New Guinea, the Marianas, the Carolines, and other island groups served as scouts, laborers, guides, and rescuers, often providing crucial knowledge of terrain and local conditions. Many suffered displacement, destruction of villages, food shortages, forced labor, or death. American and Japanese planners generally viewed the islands according to their military value, but for the people who lived there, the war was an invasion of their homes by forces whose strategic objectives had little connection to local needs. Any complete account of island hopping must therefore recognize both the military achievement of the Allied advance and the heavy burden placed on Pacific societies caught in its path.

The first major demonstration of bypassing occurred not in the central Pacific but in the campaign against Rabaul, Japan’s formidable base on the island of New Britain. Rabaul possessed excellent harbors and airfields and served as the central Japanese stronghold in the South Pacific. Tens of thousands of Japanese troops defended the area, supported by aircraft, antiaircraft guns, coastal batteries, and an extensive network of tunnels. A direct assault would have been costly. Instead, under the broader Allied operation known as Cartwheel, forces commanded by MacArthur and Admiral William F. Halsey advanced through New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, capturing airfields and naval positions around Rabaul. Allied aircraft repeatedly bombed the base, while submarines and surface ships disrupted Japanese supply lines. By early 1944, Rabaul remained physically occupied but strategically neutralized. Its large garrison could do little except survive on diminishing resources while the main war moved farther west.

The isolation of Rabaul illustrated the logic that would define the wider Pacific advance. Japanese troops on bypassed islands were not harmless in an absolute sense; they could still attack aircraft, threaten nearby waters, or resist local Allied operations. Yet without reliable supplies or control of the air and sea, their ability to influence the larger war diminished rapidly. Japan had built its empire around a perimeter of mutually supporting bases, but the system depended on maritime communication. Once American submarines, aircraft, and naval task forces severed those connections, remote garrisons became traps. Soldiers who had once guarded outposts of an expanding empire found themselves stranded on islands that no longer mattered to Tokyo’s central strategy.

As the Allies gained experience, MacArthur’s forces refined leapfrogging operations along New Guinea. The island’s mountains, jungles, swamps, tropical diseases, and limited roads made overland campaigning exceptionally difficult. Instead of advancing step by step through every Japanese position, Allied forces used amphibious landings to move around enemy concentrations and seize coastal bases farther west. In September 1943, Australian forces landed near Lae, while American airborne troops descended at Nadzab, helping force the Japanese from an important base. Subsequent operations captured or neutralized positions across the Huon Peninsula. The advance required close cooperation among American and Australian ground forces, Allied aircraft, engineers, and naval units. It also revealed how air superiority could transform amphibious warfare. Once Allied aircraft controlled the skies, Japanese ships attempting to reinforce or evacuate isolated garrisons faced severe danger.

In April 1944, MacArthur executed one of the boldest leapfrogging movements of the campaign by landing at Hollandia, more than four hundred miles beyond major Japanese positions in eastern New Guinea. Japanese commanders had expected the Allies to continue along a more predictable route, attacking fortified bases in sequence. Instead, American forces bypassed substantial enemy concentrations and struck an area that offered valuable airfields and anchorages. The operation succeeded because Allied intelligence, including intercepted Japanese communications, provided detailed knowledge of enemy dispositions. Aircraft destroyed much of the Japanese air strength in the region before the landings, and the defenders at Hollandia were too weak and disorganized to mount an effective response. The seizure of the area gave MacArthur an advanced base from which to continue toward the Philippines.

Parallel to this drive, the central Pacific offensive opened a new and increasingly powerful route toward Japan. The geography differed sharply from that of New Guinea. Many central Pacific islands were coral atolls—narrow rings of land surrounding lagoons, with little elevation and few natural features to conceal attackers. Their beaches might appear inviting from the sea, but submerged reefs could prevent ordinary landing craft from reaching shore. Defenders had clear fields of fire, and there was often almost no room for assault troops to maneuver. Once ashore, Americans faced bunkers built from logs, coral, concrete, and steel. A small island could thus become a compressed battlefield where every yard had to be taken under fire.

The opening target was the Gilbert Islands, particularly the atoll of Tarawa. The United States needed bases in the Gilberts to support the next advance into the Marshalls, and the operation would test American amphibious doctrine against a strongly defended beach. On November 20, 1943, Marines of the 2nd Marine Division approached Betio, the principal defended island of Tarawa Atoll. Naval vessels and aircraft had bombarded the island before the landing, and many planners believed the defenders would be overwhelmed. Yet the bombardment was too brief to destroy the deeply prepared Japanese positions. A miscalculation of the tides compounded the problem. Many landing craft could not cross the reef, forcing Marines to wade hundreds of yards through chest-deep water while machine guns and artillery swept the approaches.

The result was one of the most violent small-unit battles of the Pacific War. Amphibious tractors, capable of crossing the reef, carried some troops to shore, but many vehicles were destroyed or disabled. Units became scattered, communications broke down, and officers were killed while attempting to organize men on the exposed beaches. Japanese defenders fought from bunkers connected by trenches and protected by thick layers of sand, logs, and coconut palms. The Marines gradually established narrow positions and brought tanks, artillery, and additional troops ashore. Over nearly three days, they destroyed the Japanese defenses in close combat, often using flamethrowers, explosives, grenades, and direct fire against individual bunkers. By the time organized resistance ended, more than a thousand Americans had been killed and over two thousand wounded. Nearly the entire Japanese garrison of approximately 4,800 men died, including Korean laborers caught within the fortified position.

Images of dead Marines floating near the beaches shocked the American public. For a nation accustomed to hearing of advances across large territories in Europe and North Africa, the cost of taking an island only a few miles long seemed almost incomprehensible. Yet Tarawa also produced lessons that saved lives in later operations. The Navy and Marine Corps recognized the need for longer and more precise bombardments, improved coordination between ships and landing forces, better intelligence on tides and reefs, additional amphibious tractors, and specialized teams capable of destroying fortified positions. Underwater demolition units—predecessors of the Navy SEALs—would increasingly survey beaches, clear obstacles, and gather information before landings. Communications systems were improved, and commanders learned to ensure that naval gunfire continued until assault forces were close to shore.

Tarawa also revealed a central reality of island hopping: bypassing could avoid unnecessary battles, but the islands selected for invasion would often have to be taken at terrible cost. The strategy was economical only in comparison with the even greater cost of attacking every Japanese base. Each chosen objective became the focus of overwhelming force, yet overwhelming force did not guarantee an easy victory. Japanese doctrine demanded resistance to the death, and surrender carried a profound stigma within the Imperial Army and Navy. Although individuals did surrender, mass capitulation remained rare in the early and middle phases of the Pacific War. American troops therefore came to expect that nearly every fortified position would have to be physically destroyed.

After Tarawa, the central Pacific offensive moved toward the Marshall Islands. American planners initially considered attacks on several heavily fortified outer islands, but improved intelligence and the growing mobility of the fleet encouraged a more daring approach. Rather than strike only at the edge of the island group, Nimitz approved an assault on Kwajalein Atoll, deep within the Marshalls. The decision reflected the maturation of island-hopping strategy. American carrier aircraft could suppress nearby Japanese bases, submarines could intercept reinforcement attempts, and naval forces could concentrate enormous firepower against the chosen objective. The assault began on January 31, 1944, after a much heavier and more systematic bombardment than had preceded Tarawa.

The landings at Kwajalein demonstrated the rapid adaptation of American amphibious forces. Battleships, cruisers, destroyers, carrier aircraft, and land-based bombers struck Japanese positions for days. Artillery was placed on nearby small islands to support the main assault. Troops landed with better intelligence, improved communications, and a more effective organization of armor and infantry. Resistance remained fierce, but the outcome was never seriously in doubt. By early February, American forces controlled their objectives. The casualty ratio was dramatically more favorable than at Tarawa, while the capture of Kwajalein gave the United States a strategic base in the heart of the Marshalls.

The next objective, Eniwetok Atoll, fell later that month. Meanwhile, the powerful Japanese base at Wotje and other fortified islands were bypassed and subjected to blockade and bombardment. Their garrisons endured growing hunger and isolation, unable to stop the American advance. The Marshalls campaign showed that Japanese planners had misunderstood the flexibility of American sea power. They had fortified selected islands on the assumption that the enemy would advance through the archipelago in an orderly sequence. Carrier task forces and amphibious groups allowed the Americans to choose their landing points and strike beyond the strongest defenses. An island’s position on a map mattered less if aircraft and ships could isolate it from the surrounding ocean.

Central to this new form of war was the emergence of the fast carrier task force. Before the war, battleships had been widely regarded as the principal measure of naval strength. Pearl Harbor and subsequent carrier battles accelerated a profound transformation. Aircraft carriers could project force hundreds of miles beyond the horizon, strike enemy airfields, protect amphibious fleets, and destroy opposing warships before surface guns came into range. Under commanders such as Admiral Marc Mitscher, American carrier groups became highly mobile systems of sustained air power. Their fighters established air superiority, their dive-bombers and torpedo aircraft attacked shipping and installations, and their defensive patrols protected the fleet from Japanese counterattack.

The expansion of American naval aviation rested on industrial production of unprecedented scale. Shipyards launched new Essex-class carriers, light carriers, escort carriers, destroyers, submarines, landing ships, and cargo vessels. Factories produced thousands of aircraft, including the F6F Hellcat, which proved superior to many Japanese fighters and was flown by increasingly well-trained pilots. The United States could replace losses while expanding the overall size of its forces. Japan faced the opposite problem. Its early-war naval aviators had been among the finest in the world, but their demanding training system produced replacements slowly. Losses at Midway, Guadalcanal, and in subsequent air battles killed experienced pilots whom Japan could not adequately replace. By 1944, American air groups combined better aircraft, improved radar control, effective tactics, and a growing advantage in pilot training.

Logistics made this mobile striking power sustainable. Service Squadron 10, established at Majuro in the Marshalls and later moved forward, provided repair ships, fuel tankers, ammunition vessels, floating dry docks, hospital facilities, and supply depots. American fleets no longer needed to return to Pearl Harbor after every major operation. Ships could be refueled at sea or serviced at advanced anchorages, allowing them to remain near the combat zone for extended periods. This achievement was less visible than a beach assault or carrier battle, but it was equally decisive. Island hopping depended on the ability to convert captured lagoons and harbors into forward bases and then use those bases to support the next leap.

The Seabees, the Navy’s construction battalions, played an indispensable role in this process. Often arriving while fighting was still underway, they repaired airfields, built roads, excavated fuel-storage areas, assembled docks, established hospitals, and created camps from devastated terrain. Coral was crushed and packed into runways. Wreckage was cleared from beaches so landing craft could deliver additional supplies. Water systems, power stations, warehouses, and communications centers appeared with remarkable speed. The strategic value of an island was not inherent; it had to be created through engineering. A captured atoll became useful only when men and machinery transformed it into an operational base.

The advance also depended upon intelligence. American cryptanalysts continued to intercept and decode Japanese communications, offering commanders information about enemy plans, troop strengths, and shipping movements. Aerial reconnaissance photographed beaches and defensive works. Submarines surveyed potential landing areas and rescued downed aviators. Hydrographic teams studied tides, reefs, and channels. Local scouts contributed knowledge that could not be acquired from maps. Yet intelligence was never perfect. Japanese forces concealed bunkers, moved units, and adapted their defenses. Commanders still had to make decisions under uncertainty, often with thousands of lives depending on estimates of beach conditions and enemy strength.

By early 1944, the advance reached toward the Mariana Islands, which held exceptional strategic importance. Saipan, Tinian, and Guam lay within range of Japan for the new B-29 Superfortress, a long-range bomber designed to carry heavy bomb loads across enormous distances. Capturing the Marianas would therefore transform the war. For the first time, American aircraft could operate from secure bases and conduct a sustained strategic bombing campaign against the Japanese home islands. The Marianas also stood near essential Japanese shipping routes connecting the empire’s industrial center with the oil and raw materials of Southeast Asia. Their loss would threaten both Japan’s military perimeter and its economic survival.

The assault on Saipan began on June 15, 1944. Unlike the narrow atolls of the Gilberts and Marshalls, Saipan was a larger, mountainous island with civilian communities, sugar plantations, towns, caves, and rugged interior terrain. Naval gunfire and aerial bombardment struck Japanese defenses before Marines landed along the western beaches. Japanese artillery inflicted heavy casualties, but American forces secured a foothold and began pushing inland. The defenders, commanded by Lieutenant General Yoshitsugu Saitō, used caves, ridges, ravines, and fortified positions to slow the advance. Tanks fought among cane fields and villages, while artillery fire reached much of the island. The campaign became a grinding battle in which terrain often favored concealed defenders.

Saipan also exposed the terrible consequences of Japanese militarism for civilians. The island’s population included Indigenous Chamorros and Carolinians as well as Japanese, Korean, and Okinawan settlers. Japanese propaganda warned civilians that American troops would torture and kill them, and military authorities encouraged resistance or suicide rather than surrender. As the battle neared its end, large numbers of civilians fled toward the island’s northern cliffs. American soldiers used interpreters and loudspeakers to urge them to surrender, and many did. Others jumped to their deaths or killed family members before taking their own lives. The scenes at places later known as Suicide Cliff and Banzai Cliff became among the most haunting images of the Pacific War. The tragedy demonstrated how deeply the Japanese government’s ideology of honorable death had penetrated both military and civilian life.

On July 7, the remaining Japanese forces launched a massive final attack, often described as the largest banzai charge of the war. Thousands of soldiers, including wounded men who could barely walk, surged into American positions. The attack overran portions of the line and produced desperate close combat before American firepower stopped it. Organized resistance ended soon afterward, though scattered Japanese soldiers continued to hide. American casualties exceeded fourteen thousand killed and wounded. Most of the roughly thirty thousand Japanese defenders died. Saipan’s fall produced a political shock in Tokyo and contributed to the resignation of Prime Minister Hideki Tōjō, whose leadership had been closely associated with Japan’s wartime expansion.

While American troops fought on Saipan, the Japanese Navy attempted to destroy the invasion fleet. The resulting Battle of the Philippine Sea, fought on June 19 and 20, 1944, became one of the largest carrier battles in history. Japanese planners hoped to exploit the range of their aircraft and use land-based aviation in cooperation with the fleet. Yet American submarines located the approaching carriers, and American radar detected incoming air raids at long range. Fighters were directed toward the attackers before they reached the fleet. In what American aviators called the Great Marianas Turkey Shoot, Japanese air groups suffered catastrophic losses. Poorly trained replacement pilots faced experienced American aviators flying superior aircraft under effective radar control.

Submarines USS Albacore and USS Cavalla sank the Japanese carriers Taihō and Shōkaku, while American carrier aircraft later sank Hiyō and damaged other vessels. More consequential than the loss of the ships was the destruction of hundreds of Japanese aircraft and pilots. Carriers could eventually be replaced; experienced aviators could not. After the Philippine Sea, Japan retained aircraft carriers but lacked sufficient trained aircrews to employ them effectively. The battle therefore destroyed much of the remaining offensive capability of Japanese naval aviation and ensured that the Marianas landings would not be reversed by a decisive fleet counterattack.

The capture of Guam and Tinian followed. Guam, an American possession seized by Japan in December 1941, carried special symbolic significance. The invasion began in July 1944 after an extended bombardment. American forces encountered fortified hills, caves, dense vegetation, and determined resistance. As elsewhere, Japanese counterattacks inflicted casualties but could not overcome American control of the air and sea. By August, the island was secured, though Japanese holdouts remained hidden for years. The restoration of American authority was celebrated as liberation, yet the battle again imposed immense suffering on Guam’s Chamorro population, many of whom had endured forced labor, internment, violence, and execution under Japanese occupation.

Tinian was attacked on July 24 in an operation notable for its tactical deception. The Japanese expected the principal landing near Tinian Town, where beaches were most accessible. American forces instead landed on two narrow northern beaches that defenders considered unsuitable for a major assault. Seabees modified landing vehicles and prepared ramps to overcome shoreline obstacles. Naval gunfire and diversionary demonstrations reinforced Japanese uncertainty. Once ashore, the Marines expanded their beachhead and drove south. The island fell after little more than a week of fighting. Engineers then began one of the largest construction projects of the war, creating vast airfields from which B-29s would later attack Japan. Tinian would eventually become the departure point for the aircraft that dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Island hopping was therefore more than a series of tactical landings. It was a method of dismantling Japan’s empire by combining naval mobility, air power, engineering, intelligence, and industrial production. Each captured island extended the range of American aircraft and narrowed the space in which Japanese ships could operate. Submarines attacked merchant vessels carrying oil, food, ore, and troops. Carrier aircraft struck bases that had once seemed safely beyond Allied reach. Bypassed garrisons consumed supplies without contributing meaningfully to Japan’s defense. The perimeter established through rapid conquest in 1941 and 1942 was being cut apart, not uniformly, but at carefully selected points.

The Japanese response evolved as the strategic situation deteriorated. Early defensive doctrine often emphasized meeting attackers at the beaches and launching immediate counterattacks to drive them into the sea. Tarawa and later campaigns showed that fixed shoreline positions could inflict severe losses, but American bombardment and concentrated firepower eventually overwhelmed them. Japanese commanders increasingly turned to defense in depth, using caves, tunnels, concealed artillery, and mutually supporting positions farther inland. Rather than attempt to prevent every landing, they sought to prolong battles and cause enough casualties to weaken American willingness to continue the war. This approach would reach its most developed and deadly form at Peleliu, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa.

American servicemen, meanwhile, experienced island hopping not as a clean sequence of strategic arrows but as a succession of exhausting encounters with heat, mud, coral dust, disease, insects, fear, and death. Marines and soldiers lived for weeks in wet uniforms, drank treated water with a chemical taste, and slept in foxholes surrounded by the sounds of artillery and jungle animals. Corpsmen and medics treated wounds under fire. Sailors aboard transports waited offshore, vulnerable to aircraft and submarines. Pilots flew long missions over featureless ocean, where a navigation error or fuel shortage could be fatal. The immense machinery of the campaign depended upon individuals performing dangerous and repetitive tasks, often without seeing how their efforts fit into the larger strategy.

Racial hatred intensified the brutality. Japanese propaganda portrayed Americans as decadent and inhuman, while American propaganda frequently depicted the Japanese through dehumanizing stereotypes. News of atrocities committed by Japanese forces, including the treatment of prisoners and civilians, reinforced anger among Allied troops. At the same time, Japanese unwillingness to surrender encouraged Americans to assume that every apparently dead or wounded soldier might still be dangerous. These conditions contributed to the killing of prisoners, the mutilation of bodies, and a battlefield culture in which mercy became increasingly rare. The Pacific War was not uniquely brutal because of geography alone; it was shaped by competing imperial ideologies, racism, memories of previous atrocities, and military systems that treated surrender as either shameful or suspect.

Despite these horrors, the Allied advance included remarkable examples of cooperation among nations and services. American forces fought alongside Australians, New Zealanders, and local Pacific personnel. The Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Army Air Forces had distinct traditions and rivalries, yet successful amphibious operations required them to coordinate at a level seldom attempted before the war. Naval gunfire had to lift at precisely the right moment. Aircraft had to attack designated targets without endangering landing craft. Engineers had to clear passages while infantry secured the beachhead. Supply officers had to organize the flow of equipment so that ammunition, vehicles, medical units, and food arrived in the order needed. When coordination failed, casualties mounted quickly. When it succeeded, the result was a form of combined warfare Japan increasingly could not match.

Island hopping also reshaped the command structure of the Pacific conflict. MacArthur and Nimitz maintained separate headquarters, and debates continued over priorities, resources, and the route toward Japan. MacArthur insisted on returning to the Philippines, arguing that abandoning the islands would betray the Filipino people and damage American credibility throughout Asia. Naval strategists considered whether the Philippines could be bypassed in favor of Formosa or direct pressure on the Japanese home islands. President Franklin D. Roosevelt met with MacArthur and Nimitz in Hawaii in July 1944, listening to their competing strategic views. The eventual decision to invade the Philippines preserved MacArthur’s route while the central Pacific forces continued their advance. Thus, the two offensives converged rather than canceling one another.

By the second half of 1944, the results of island hopping were visible across the Pacific. Rabaul had been neutralized. Much of New Guinea’s northern coast was under Allied control or had been bypassed. The Gilberts and Marshalls provided airfields and anchorages. The Marianas placed Japan within range of American strategic bombers. The Japanese carrier force had suffered irreversible losses in the Philippine Sea. American submarines were tightening their campaign against Japanese shipping, while carrier groups struck ever closer to the empire’s inner defenses. The road to the Philippines had opened, and with it the possibility of severing Japan from Southeast Asia.

Yet success created new dilemmas. Every advance lengthened American supply lines even as it shortened the distance to Japan. Each captured island required garrison troops, engineers, aircraft, fuel, and defensive installations. Commanders had to decide which Japanese strongholds could safely be ignored and which threatened future operations. They also had to determine how much bombardment was necessary before a landing and whether the strategic value of an island justified the likely casualties. The same calculation that spared lives by bypassing Rabaul could condemn thousands to battle on Saipan or, later, Iwo Jima. Island hopping was therefore not a formula that eliminated sacrifice. It was a method of choosing where sacrifice would occur.

The strategy’s effectiveness rested on conditions that Japan could no longer reverse. The United States possessed a vast industrial economy largely protected from enemy attack. It produced ships, aircraft, vehicles, fuel, and ammunition in quantities beyond Japan’s capacity. American training programs generated pilots, mechanics, engineers, and specialists on an enormous scale. Radar, communications, codebreaking, and medical care continually improved. Japan still had determined soldiers, capable commanders, fortified terrain, and the ability to inflict terrible losses, but courage could not substitute for oil, shipping, trained aircrews, or industrial output. As American power moved westward from one base to the next, the imbalance became increasingly decisive.

The meaning of island hopping thus lay in the relationship between strategy and material strength. The Pacific Ocean, which had initially protected Japan’s conquests by separating them from the American mainland, became the highway of the Allied counteroffensive. Aircraft carriers turned distance into reach. Amphibious vessels turned reefs and beaches into entry points. Engineers turned devastated islands into airfields. Submarines turned Japanese sea lanes into graveyards. Intelligence turned intercepted signals into operational advantage. Above all, commanders learned that Japan’s defensive perimeter did not need to be rolled back evenly. It could be pierced, isolated, and broken into disconnected fragments.

By the time American forces prepared to return to the Philippines, the central assumptions of Japan’s wartime strategy had collapsed. Japanese leaders had hoped to seize a broad defensive perimeter, exhaust the United States in costly counterattacks, and negotiate a settlement that preserved the empire. Instead, the United States had mobilized resources on a scale Japan had underestimated and developed the operational methods required to carry those resources across the Pacific. The selected islands captured in 1943 and 1944 formed an immense chain of bases pointing toward the heart of the Japanese Empire. Behind that advancing chain, bypassed Japanese troops waited in isolation; ahead of it lay the Philippines, Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and Japan itself. The ocean remained vast, and the bloodiest battles were still to come, but island hopping had changed the direction of the war beyond recovery.
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Tarawa and the Cost of Amphibious War

[image: ]

Before dawn on November 20, 1943, an immense American invasion fleet gathered off Tarawa Atoll in the Gilbert Islands. Battleships, cruisers, destroyers, aircraft carriers, transports, landing craft, and support vessels crowded the surrounding waters, carrying thousands of Marines toward a target that appeared almost insignificant on conventional maps. The principal battlefield, Betio, was a narrow coral island no more than two miles long and, at its widest point, roughly eight hundred yards across. Yet this tiny strip of land had become one of the most heavily fortified positions in the central Pacific. Beneath the smoke of naval bombardment waited thousands of Japanese defenders protected by bunkers, trenches, coastal guns, machine-gun nests, and concrete firing positions. American commanders expected a difficult landing, but few fully understood how violently geography, miscalculation, and determined resistance would combine. Over the next seventy-six hours, Tarawa would become a symbol of amphibious warfare at its most brutal—a battle in which an advanced industrial power concentrated enormous force against a minute objective and still paid for nearly every yard in blood.

Tarawa belonged to the Gilbert Islands, a chain of coral atolls scattered across the central Pacific near the equator. Japan had occupied the British-administered islands shortly after entering the war in December 1941, recognizing their potential value as a defensive outpost. Although the Gilberts were far from the Japanese home islands, they stood along the routes an American offensive might use to penetrate the central Pacific. From airfields in the region
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