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PREPARING FOR WAR

The developmental history of Consolidated’s Model 28, better known as the PBY Catalina, is well documented in print, but it is pertinent here to mention that the US Navy’s big driver for its creation was the tremendous scouting problem imposed by the vast reaches of the Pacific Ocean. Senior admirals had seen unmistakable signs in their region through the first decades of the twentieth century that a naval war with increasingly militant Japan was on the cards.

In those days, when radar and satellite reconnaissance had not yet even been dreamt of, long-ranging patrol flying-boats were the only means available to solve the US Pacific Fleet’s scouting problems. Drawing on its previous experience with the successful P2Y sesquiplane flying-boat of the early 1930s, Consolidated Aircraft created the PBY-1 to see off a rival design from Douglas and win a lucrative US Navy contract in June 1935 for 60 aircraft. Patrol Squadron 11F (VP-11F) duly took delivery of the first examples to reach the frontline in October 1936.

The US Navy quickly realised that it had made the correct choice with the PBY-1, and rapidly began re-equipping its other patrol squadrons. Economic and operational benefits were to be derived by procuring the Consolidated flying-boat in significant numbers, as the unit cost went down and the fleet’s ability to conduct long-range patrol missions over greater distances increased. For its day, the PBY-1’s performance was impressive – a maximum speed of 179 mph, enclosed cockpits and a range of up to 2000 miles. The US Navy liked what it was getting, and the 60 PBY-1s were soon followed by 50 PBY-2s, 66 PBY-3s and 33 PBY-4s, with each variant offering a slight improvement over the previous model.

The aircraft soon began setting records, with VP-6 establishing the first on 28 January 1937 when all 12 of its PBY-1s made a 2553-mile formation flight directly from San Diego to Ford Island, in Pearl Harbor. This was the beginning of many firsts for the PBY in the Pacific.
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Some of the earliest PBY-1s built by Consolidated were delivered to VP-11 in late 1936. Here, ‘11-P-9’ shows its stuff during a sortie from FAB North Island in 1938. The aircraft has standard anti-fouling boot topping on its hull below the waterline and on its floats, as well as insignia blue cowl lower halves (US Navy)

The aircraft also proved itself in large-scale exercises held off the west coast of America. During Fleet Problem XIX in 1938, for example, the ‘White’ (defending) force fielded seven patrol squadrons equipped with PBYs – Patrol Wing (Pat-Wing) 1 had VP-7, VP-9, VP-11 and VP-12, and PatWing 4 controlled VP-16, VP-17 and VP-19. Together, they managed to detect the opposing invading fleet while the latter was still a good distance away from the PBY’s base at San Diego, in California. Such detection allowed defending forces to position themselves to advantage. The point was made – the PBY had done the job it had been bought for.
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VP-8’s first six PBY-1s fly in parade formation off San Diego soon after being delivered to the unit in 1937. The black stripes on the hull decking aft and atop the wing were non-skid walkways, while the wing chevron and cowl rings were in red, denoting that these PBYs were assigned to Red Section (US Navy)

In addition, this exercise saw the US Navy use radio direction finding (RDF, or simply radar, as it was later known) techniques to augment reconnaissance for the first time. RDF involved taking contact bearings from shore stations, ships at sea and from PBYs aloft in an effort to calculate where the enemy was. Even in its rudimentary form, RDF showed considerable promise.

Besides aeroplanes, suitable seaplane tenders and shore base facilities were also essential to support PBY operations, but Depression-era budgets were lean, and few were available. Reasonably well equipped Fleet Air Bases (FABs) existed at North Island (San Diego), Sand Point (Seattle) and Ford Island (Pearl Harbor), with FAB Sitka, in Alaska, under construction in the late 1930s. Naval Air Station (NAS) Alameda, on San Francisco Bay, opened in 1940, and NAS Kaneohe (Oahu) was barely operational by mid-1941, its establishment being spurred by the Pacific Fleet at nearby Pearl Harbor. Lesser Naval Air Facilities (NAF) were in various stages of construction on the west coast, such as Tongue Point, in Oregon, and in the Pacific at Midway, Wake, Johnson, Palmyra, Kodiak, Samoa and Cavite.

USS Langley and USS Wright, converted from other duties, were the US Navy’s only large seaplane tenders until the first built-for-the-purpose vessels USS Curtiss and USS Tangier joined the Pacific Fleet in mid-1941. In the years prior to the war, several smaller ships were also converted, with a group of Bird class minesweepers becoming small tenders. A handful of four-piper destroyers were also converted in 1939-41, whilst the more effective Barnegat class tenders joined the fleet in early 1942.

The obvious approach of war, and the equally obvious success of the new PBY-1 in early frontline operations, did much to shape the US Navy’s thinking and plans. With an over-the-horizon reach, the PBY was changing the way the fleet did things. Adjustment in organisation led to the directive, on 1 July 1937, that five new patrol wings would be created to control all 18 of the US Navy’s VP squadrons. And by the autumn of 1938, all bar four of these units were flying PBYs – VP-14 and VP-15 in Norfolk, Virginia, and VP-18 in Seattle were still equipped with P2Ys, while VP-1 at Pearl Harbor still flew ancient Keystone PK-1 biplane flying-boats.
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USS Langley, seen here at anchor in 1937 off Mare Island, north of San Francisco, was converted from a conventional aircraft carrier into a seaplane tender. The vessel lost part of its forward flightdeck during the conversion. The old girl, known as ‘The Covered Wagon’ in the Pacific Fleet, was caught and sunk by IJN bombers south of Java on 27 February 1942 (US Navy)
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Ex-World War 1 destroyer USS Williamson (photographed here in 1941) gave up its torpedo tubes, three 4-in gun mounts, forward boilers and two stacks when it was converted into a seaplane tender, receiving four twin 20 mm antiaircraft gun mounts on an enlarged galley deckhouse instead. Vessels such as this provided a workable stand-in until Barnegat class tenders joined the fleet (US Navy)

The patrol wing organisational scheme of 1937 was based on the US Navy’s experience with destroyer and submarine flotillas. Once implemented, it proved to be so useful, and flexible, that today’s P-3C Orion-equipped patrol wings remain grouped in a similar way.

With the organisational structure firmly in place, the US Navy now looked to force expansion as the way ahead. Although a paucity of funding initially restricted growth, gradually things gained momentum as the political situation both in Europe and the Pacific deteriorated. PatWing 2’s VP-1 and VP-18 in Hawaii were among the direct beneficiaries of the Pacific Fleet’s plans for expansion when, in late 1938, both units commenced collecting new PBY-4s off Consolidated’s San Diego assembly line. The company had delivered some 170+ PBYs by year-end, allowing the Navy to establish two more VP squadrons. Although not all had a full complement of aircraft, let alone PBYs, and more units were planned, Consolidated fulfilled its contractual obligations in May 1939 when it delivered the last of the PBY-4s then on order.

That spring, company engineers commenced work on an alternative to the never quite satisfactory sliding waste hatches in the PBY. They came up with experimental, hand-fashioned, bubble-shaped ‘blisters’ as replacements, and these were duly fitted to the final three PBY-4s destined for service with VP-18’s fourth section – namely ‘18-P-10’ (BuNo 1243), ‘18-P-11’ (BuNo 1242) and ‘18-P-12’ (BuNo 1241). In addition to the now iconic blisters, ‘18-P-12’ (BuNo 1241) was also fitted with a redesigned rudder that boasted a straight trailing edge, thus greatly improving the PBY’s directional stability when in flight.
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PBY-2 BuNo 0466 ‘2-P-1’ was VP-2’s lead aircraft, being assigned to the squadron CO. It was photographed on the water off San Diego in 1938 prior to VP-2 being sent to NAS Coco Solo, in the Canal Zone. This aircraft was finally written off when it water-looped during a hard landing in Escambia Bay, Florida, on 15 January 1944 while serving with a training unit (Naval Institute)
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‘Floats up!’ ‘2-P-6’ is up on the step and about to take off, and the pilot has given the plane captain the order to retract the wingtip floats. This photograph was taken in the Canal Zone in the late 1930s. VP-2 was a PatWing 3 unit (US Navy)
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The waist Browning M2 0.50-cal machine guns in early model PBYs were mounted on retractable brackets on either side of the rear fuselage. The starboard weapon is seen here extended, with the sliding waist hatch fully open (US Navy)
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PBY-4 BuNo 1241 was originally delivered to VP-18 as ‘18-P-12’, before becoming the third aeroplane in VP-13’s fourth (Black) section on 1 July 1939 when PatWing 1 took control of the unit. The aircraft remained in San Diego accessible to Consolidated engineers, and was dropped from VP-13 when the squadron returned to Pearl Harbor in December of that year. The PBY-5 contract signed between the US Navy and Consolidated was based on modifications carried out to this PBY-4. Note that although the aircraft features a revised fin/rudder, the elevators still shows VP-13 double green stripes tail marking (US Navy)

UNIT RENUMBERING

On 1 July 1939, all units were renumbered to coincide with their wing assignment. For example, VP-17 in PatWing 4 was redesignated VP-42, while PatWing 2’s VP-1 and VP-18, now fully re-equipped with PBY-4s, became VP-21 and VP-26, respectively, and returned to Hawaii.

Just weeks after PatWing 2 welcomed its first PBYs in Hawaii, German forces invaded Poland, and President Franklin D Roosevelt ordered the US Navy to commence its now famous Neutrality Patrols. For PatWing 5’s PBYs in the Atlantic the heat was now on, whilst in the Pacific, flying-boat units were also instructed to increase their patrol distances, with VP-21 being singled out to protect the US Territory of the Philippines from foreign incursions. Having only been back at its Ford Island base for a matter of months, the unit was now tasked with conducting Neutrality Patrol missions from Manila Bay, in the Philippines, in support of the Asiatic Fleet.
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Formerly serving with VP-17, PBY-2 BuNo 0496 became a VP-42 aircraft after the unit’s redesignation on 1 July 1939. This unusual view reveals PatWing 4’s tail markings, applied to the upper and lower surfaces of the elevator, as well as the rudder. ‘42-P-7’ was the third (Blue) section leader’s aircraft, with its incomplete insignia blue wing chevron outlined in white – evidently the wing fabric had been recently changed. The aircraft is also lacking full cowl rings and the section leader’s hull band, all of which would be in blue too. The colour of the tail markings remains uncertain (US Navy)
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A close-up of the port waist blister and Browning M2 0.50-cal machine gun mounting in the PBY-5. The armour plate shield fitted to the weapon became available in early 1942, and was a standard fit fleet-wide by year-end. It gave the exposed gunner some protection from attacking fighters, although the PBY remained incredibly vulnerable to a determined aerial attack throughout World War 2
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VP-21’s PBY-4s sit between sorties on the newly completed Sangley Point ramp in January 1940. Note that the anti-fouling paint has been removed from the hull and floats below the waterline on these Philippines-based aircraft (Ziegler)

It is worthy of note that the first ever attempt at a transpacific flight by a formation of aircraft of any type was made by VP-21 when it headed to the Philippines at short notice via Midway, Wake and Guam in September 1939 – VP-26 followed in 1940. The PBY-4s managed the flights with little problem, demonstrating yet again in this unprecedented way the mobility of the big flying-boats.

With the introduction of the Neutrality Patrol, there were suddenly shortages everywhere within the US armed forces, and for expanding patrol aviation there were not enough aircraft or aircrew. Requirements quickly
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