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			More praise for The Black Sheep

			“Cuts through the brag of ‘Pappy’ Boyington to the unvarnished realities of the remarkable Black Sheep.”

			—Stanley Weintraub  Author of Long Day’s Journey into War

			“Any scrupulously fair squadron history would take some  of the gloss off the Boyington myth. . . . But enough of the  myth remains—enough to serve as a reminder of the  swashbuckling Black Sheep, their screwball commander,  and the planes they flew with such consummate skill.”

			—Naval Institute Proceedings

			“Takes us to the Solomon Islands in the shoes of young  hotshot pilots, and nudges us to experience the squalid  conditions of islands so newly liberated.”

			—ForeWord Magazine
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			PREFACE

			Marine Corps aviation grew by an astonishing total of ten  thousand pilots during World War II, a population explosion that yielded some sixty new fighter squadrons. Today  only a handful of those outfits still exists. The wartime exploits of a few pilots have been recorded by historians and  aviation buffs, and their fighter planes are universally  known, but the squadrons themselves and their fanciful  names—the Fighting Corsairs, the Hellhawks, the Wolfpack, the Fighting Falcons—have largely been forgotten.

			All, that is, except VMF-214, the Black Sheep.

			They are far and away the most famous fighter squadron  in American aviation history for one simple reason: No  other can claim the distinction of its own network television series. Fans of the Flying Tigers might argue that they  are the more famous pilots, but that nonmilitary bunch was  actually  three squadrons in the American Volunteer  Group. In addition, no single member of a fighter  squadron—Claire Chennault included—has more name  recognition than the Black Sheep’s famous leader,  “Pappy” Boyington.

			When Baa Baa Black Sheep first aired on NBC in 1976,  it sent a handful of beautifully restored Corsairs into the  living rooms of millions of viewers around the world. The  aircraft dueled in pulse-racing dogfights with plenty of  stereotyped Japanese villains, many of whom fell to the  Corsairs’ chattering machine guns. After doing battle, the  victorious young Marine pilots, troublemakers all (according to the opening credits), celebrated by drinking and getting into fistfights. The show unabashedly used the tried-and-true format of cowboy westerns, substituting airplanes  for horses, machine guns for six-shooters, Japanese for Indians. The viewing public didn’t seem to care.

			As Baa Baa Black Sheep’s central character, Boyington  was a living legend whose autobiography of the same name  had been published eighteen years earlier. He ranked as the  Marine Corps’ all-time leading ace, and he could rightly  claim distinction as one of the most colorful characters of  World War II. His book became an instant classic and still  remains in print. When it spawned the NBC television series, he was hired as a technical adviser.

			As might be expected after Hollywood became involved, the real Black Sheep pilots were not enthusiastic  supporters of the series. A few basked briefly in hometown  attention, but most were incensed by uncomplimentary  portrayals of their behavior. The opening credits identified  them as misfits and screwballs, and during at least one contemporary talk show Boyington perpetuated the idea that  they all faced courts-martial unless they went into combat  with him.

			As the first season premiered, a former member rose up  to publicly oppose the series. Frank E. Walton, Jr., who had  been the squadron’s intelligence officer during Boyington’s reign as squadron commander, was a nonflier assigned to gather information, give briefings, and type  reports. Older than the others—even older than Boyington—he was devoted to the pilots and earned their loyalty.  He found Hollywood’s hokey portrayal of the squadron offensive and viewed Boyington’s participation as salt in the  wound. Through a letter-writing blitz, he learned that most  former Sheep were equally distressed (several briefly entertained thoughts of a lawsuit), and he decided to launch a  campaign of protest through magazine articles and other  media. His efforts culminated in the 1986 publication of   his own book, Once They Were Eagles: The Men of the Black Sheep Squadron.

			For all their public recognition, the books by Boyington  and Walton covered barely four months of VMF-214’s  three-year operational history during World War II. More  problematic is the realization that Boyington’s book is surprisingly inaccurate when compared with Marine Corps  records. His statements have been widely accepted as factual for better than fifty years. After all, as a commanding  officer and the recipient of a Medal of Honor, he was assumed to be forthright. But he once told an interviewer,  “I’m a psychopathic liar,” probably intending to say  “pathologic,” in a statement that seems justified by closely  examining his book.

			Boyington was perhaps less concerned with veracity  than he was with drama and philosophical commentary, for  the result might be considered an injustice to his Marine pilots. He misspelled several of their names and identified  only five members who participated in his second combat  tour. Of eleven pilots killed during his tenure with the  Black Sheep, he mentions only three. Many of his stated  deeds did not happen as he described them, yet over the  years they have become part of the very fabric of aviation  history. Black Sheep myths abound.

			This book accomplishes far more than exposing myths,  however. Nine chapters discuss VMF-214’s first year of  service, including two combat tours before the Black  Sheep even materialized. A great many men contributed to  the squadron—several with their lives—before the now-famous name was adopted, but they have scarcely been  recognized before now. Nor has the story of the late-war  Black Sheep, who trained for an entire year only to operate  in combat for barely twenty-four terribly costly hours, been  evaluated in detail prior to this account.

			Many new names are introduced in this complete  chronological history of VMF-214’s operations in World   War II. The roster was filled with brave men, some of them  legitimate heroes, others who unquestioningly performed  their assigned duties. It is for their recognition, long deserved, that this book was written.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The Adversary: Japan’s Legendary Zero

			Marine Fighting Squadron 214 was credited with 126 Japanese aircraft destroyed and 34 others probably destroyed in  aerial combat during World War II. Among the credits were  nine Aichi D3A “Val” dive-bombers, three Mitsubishi G3M  “Nell” medium bombers, three Aichi E13A “Jake” floatplanes, and eight Kawasaki Ki-61 “Tony” fighters; combined  they represented 15 percent of the total. The other 137 aircraft were variants of the renowned Mitsubishi A6M Zero,  flown by land-based units of the Imperial Japanese Navy  (IJN). Except for a few operations when IJN carrier-based  Zeros were used to augment their forces, the vast majority of  A6Ms encountered by VMF-214 belonged to elements of  the 11th Air Fleet, headquartered at Rabaul.

			Beginning in late 1942, Allied intelligence assigned male  nicknames to Japanese fighters and female names to bombers in an effort to simplify identification. “Zero” was not  one of the nicknames (as has often been construed), but the  anglicized version of the Japanese word rei,  a digit. Following Japanese military custom, the Mitsubishi fighter  received its designation based upon the year it was to enter  service, in this case 1940.1 Thus the A6M1 became the   Type 0 carrier-borne fighter, or Rei Shiki Sento Ki, soon  shortened to Rei-sen. Even among the Japanese, the English  word for zero sometimes supplanted their own, and over  the years the aircraft has been popularized as Zero-sen.

			The Zero wore several Allied nicknames during its wartime service, including “Zeke” for the first widely used production version, the A6M2. The second variant, identified  by its clipped, square wingtips, was initially called “Hap” to  compliment Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, commanding general  of the U.S. Army Air Force. But Arnold was thunderously  opposed to having an enemy plane named for him, and the  A6M3’s nickname was quickly changed to “Hamp.” Even  so, “Zero” prevailed among Marine Corps fliers until late  summer 1943, when the Allied nicknames began to see limited use. Afterward “Hap” and “Hamp” were both found in  VMF-214’s war diaries to describe the A6M3. Pilots often  reported encounters with “Zekes,” “Haps/Hamps,” and “Zeros” interchangeably, the latter being a catchall and certainly  accurate at that.

			The A6M3 was not well received by its pilots, which resulted in the introduction of the improved A6M5 in the  summer of 1943. With its clipped but rounded wingtips,  the A6M5 was difficult to distinguish in the heat of combat  from the earlier A6M2. Both versions were therefore identified as “Zekes,” although the A6M5 was by far the more  common model; more than six thousand were produced in  various configurations. Several examples of the unique  floatplane version of the Zero, the A6M2-N “Rufe,” were  encountered and one was claimed by a Black Sheep pilot.

			In the hands of a skilled flier, any Zero was extraordinary in its performance. The little A6M2, weighing barely  5,300 pounds fully loaded, offered tremendous range, which  permitted a careful pilot to cover distances approaching  2,000 miles. It was well armed with two machine guns and  two Oerlikon-licensed 20mm cannon, the same package  used in the other major variants. The Zero’s weight jumped   by 300 pounds in the A6M3 Model 32 (horsepower and top  speed also increased), whereas the A6M5 Model 52 topped  6,000 pounds and was the fastest, at 351 knots. By comparison, the F4U Corsair was approximately 3 tons heavier  and 50 knots faster.

			The Zero’s light weight came at the expense of survivability, for it utterly lacked armor protection, long a source  of scorn from the Western viewpoint. It was true that the  Zero had a reputation for burning easily, but the conventional wisdom in the East was based upon an unfamiliar  principle, as Japanese author Shigeru Nohara explained.

			Japanese military philosophy and tradition honored  only the attack[;] the additional weight for armored defense even to protect the life of a very expensively  trained pilot was abhorrent to a military tradition of 100  years. Some Rei-sen pilots regularly flew combat missions without a parachute to further reduce weight.

			During the South Pacific war, as many as thirteen VMF-214  fighters were shot down by Zeros. Several more were damaged, some so severely that they were subsequently scrapped.  There was no arrogance among the Marine pilots, who found  the small, lightweight Japanese fighter a worthy adversary.

			Aerial Victories: Credits Versus Losses

			Receiving credit for aircraft downed in battle has been a  source of controversy since the advent of aerial combat.  Captain Edward V. Rickenbacker, idolized as the leading  American ace of World War I, once dodged artillery fire at  the front lines in order to take statements from eyewitnesses. In those days, protocol demanded detailed confirmation. But during World War II such verification became  virtually impossible, mostly due to the sheer numbers of  aircraft involved and the tremendous distances across which   they fought. Confusion and exaggeration were common. Today it is widely accepted that overall claims in World War II  exceeded actual losses by roughly a three-to-one margin,  higher in some combat theaters, with equal complicity  among all participants.

			The same was true in the small part of the globe where the  Marines of VMF-214 fought. All but one of the squadron’s  aerial encounters occurred in a narrow, linear zone between  the Santa Cruz Islands and the Bismarck Archipelago, and  with few exceptions the destroyed planes fell into the sea.  Marine fighter planes were not equipped with operable gun  cameras, nor were eyewitnesses generally available (except  other pilots) for independent confirmation, so the onus for  determining the validity of claims was on the shoulders of  the squadron’s air combat intelligence officer (ACIO). His  task was to record the accounts of adrenaline-charged fliers  after a shooting engagement and then, if possible, compare  them with supporting statements from other sources.

			The ACIOs were influenced by certain pressures, not the  least of which was the knowledge that America’s public  hungered for good news from overseas. By the time VMF-214 entered combat, the war was well into its second year  with no end in sight to severe rationing at home or the rising  death toll abroad. Citizens sorely needed heroes. Among the  accounts by war correspondents and radio announcers doing their melodramatic best to report good news, none could  match in excitement the tales of a daring pilot’s exploits in  aerial combat. Most pilots were thrilled to have their actions  recognized back home, and ACIOs were inclined to be generous with victory credits.

			This tendency was acknowledged by intelligence officer  Frank E. Walton, Jr., one of the Black Sheep’s most influential members.

			The records were way, way inflated; all of our claims  were inflated. We shot down about four times as many  planes as the Japanese ever produced according to the   records. We never had any verification on a lot of the  claims. We trusted, in many cases, just the guy’s word:  “Yes, I did this and I did that.” The way he detailed it  was what we put down. Sometimes his wingman could  see enough to verify it.

			More than half a century after those encounters took  place, it is possible to compare American claims with actual Japanese losses (and vice versa). The records of  VMF-214’s most frequent aerial opponents, the naval air  groups of the 11th Air Fleet, have been reconstituted by  Henry Sakaida, who provided the author with copies of  the 201, 204, and 253 Kokutai casualty lists and other documents. Similarly, Dr. Frank J. Olynyk compiled exhaustive lists of victory credits by reviewing American claims  for enemy aircraft destroyed, probably destroyed, or damaged in the Pacific theater. As expected, Olynyk’s record  of credits is much larger than Sakaida’s record of Japanese  losses. In the preface of his Marine Corps list, Olynyk acknowledged that his findings told only half the story:  “From the historian’s point of view, one should not say  that a pilot shot down a plane without finding a corresponding loss in the enemy records.”

			The available Japanese records provide a measure for the  validity of American claims, but neither side’s records contain enough information to match specific victories with  specific losses on an aircraft-for-aircraft basis. Japanese  documents have not been located to verify the few occasions when VMF-214 claimed enemy fighters from Rabaul-based Japanese Army Air Force (JAAF) Sentais, or level  bombers and dive-bombers from nonfighter Kokutais.  Many records were destroyed at Rabaul. In their place, transcripts from postwar interviews with Japanese officers conducted during the U.S. Strategic Bombing Survey proved  helpful but provided few concrete details.

			Likewise the available Kokutai casualty lists are not   all-inclusive. Some documents contain only the names of   pilots killed in action but do not account for pilots who  were shot down and lived to fight again (as happened on  several occasions when VMF-214 pilots witnessed successful bailouts over what was friendly territory for the  Japanese). Therefore the Marines shot down a few more  Japanese aircraft than the casualty lists would suggest.

			Ultimately, to strike a balance between what is considered reliable documentation and the veracity of victory  claims, it must be sufficient to present the facts as they are  best known. Readers will then decide for themselves.
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			DARK DAYS

			America’s journey into World War II has always been  symbolized by the flames and wreckage of Pearl Harbor.  Repetitive scenes of the carnage at Battleship Row have  become so indelibly printed on the nation’s collective  memory that the history of what happened elsewhere in the  Territory of Hawaii and across the Pacific on that fateful  morning has been largely forgotten. On the island of Oahu  alone, three army airfields, two naval air stations, and a  Marine air station were devastated by Japanese bombs and  bullets.

			The surprise attack shocked America, but it should not  have. It was the inevitable result of a slow descent into war  that had started long before, when throttling budget cuts  and years of isolationism during the Depression led to neglect among the military services. America’s deteriorated  fighting capability led the Japanese to anticipate a hasty capitulation. They were not far wrong. The havoc at Pearl  Harbor was due as much to American leadership’s lack of  vision as to the Japanese quest for domination.

			Nowhere was the eroded condition of readiness more apparent than in Marine Corps aviation. Already saddled with  an image as the Navy’s poor stepchild, the Marine Corps  was a minor force equipped with mostly inferior aircraft  and struggling for respect. On the day prior to the attack on  Pearl Harbor, the Marines had seventy-one fighter planes in  operation among four squadrons. About a fifth of the fighters were Brewster F2A Buffaloes, oft-maligned little planes   already being cast off by the Navy after barely a year of service. The remaining inventory boasted only fifty-seven  frontline fighters: Grumman F4F-3 and F4F-3A Wildcats.

			When the shooting started on December 7, two Marine  air groups (MAGs) controlled this tiny force. One was  MAG-11, conducting maneuvers far from the war zone  along coastal North Carolina with thirty-five of the Wildcats. The remaining twenty-two Grummans and all of the  Brewsters were assigned to MAG-21, headquartered at  Ewa (pronounced EH·va), a windblown, backwater air station a few miles west of Pearl Harbor.

			Not surprisingly in those hardscrabble days, Marine  Corps Air Station (MCAS) Ewa was itself a naval hand-me-down. A mooring mast erected in the early 1930s for  the giant airships had never been used. Shenandoah had  crashed in 1925, Akron plunged into the Atlantic in 1932,  then  Macon went down off the California coast three years  later. Never having served its intended purpose, Ewa  Mooring Mast Field and its accompanying airstrip were  eventually handed over to the Marines by default.

			As the sun rose that first day of the war, Ewa’s commander, Lt. Col. Claude A. Larkin, could count forty-eight  aircraft of all types parked at his field. By the time the last  Japanese attacker departed, all but one parked plane had  been destroyed without having left the ground. In a stroke  of luck for Larkin, the Japanese found only ten of his assigned fighters lined up at the field. Of the two fighter  squadrons in MAG-21, one was deployed on a carrier and  the other had split its forces in half, leaving only a rear echelon at Ewa. Aboard Saratoga at San Diego, VMF-221 was  picking up more Brewsters to reinforce its sister squadron  on Wake atoll. Although VMF-211 was already garrisoned  at Wake with twelve Grummans, its rear echelon remained  at Ewa with ten fighters and suffered the consequence of  the surprise attack.

			The forward echelon was almost simultaneously engaged, although it was actually Monday morning on the   other side of the international date line when Wake was  raided. Only four of the Wildcats were airborne when the  Japanese air strike arrived from Kwajalein, but because  they lacked radar support the Marines were patrolling  miles to the north while the Japanese attacked from the opposite direction. They bombed and strafed the eight Wildcats on the ground with impunity. When the airborne patrol  returned afterward, they found that seven of the Wildcats  had been reduced to smoking hulks. The eighth was repairable, but one of the returning pilots struck scattered debris on the runway and ruined an irreplaceable propeller.  Without firing a shot, VMF-211 had lost two-thirds of its  meager air force.

			For the next two weeks, the pilots and ground crews  slaved to keep their four remaining fighters operational.  They cannibalized parts from wrecks, even moved engines  to the most usable airframes, but despite these ingenious  measures the relentless Japanese air raids chewed up the  F4Fs one by one. On the morning of December 22, while  the squadron was defending against a large raid of Japanese carrier planes, the last Wildcat was shot up thoroughly  and crash-landed on the runway. Having never flown more  than four of its fighters in combat, VMF-211 lost every  plane.

			The surviving pilots became infantrymen and took up  small arms to defend their island on foot, but they soon  faced an overwhelming Japanese landing force. By the  morning of December 23 only a handful of pilots were still  alive to surrender. The eighteen Brewsters that had been  headed toward Wake with VMF-221 were never delivered; Saratoga had turned away the night before due to controversial staff decisions aboard the carrier. The F2As were  delivered instead to Midway on Christmas Day.

			To replace the losses suffered at Pearl Harbor and Wake  a major expansion of Marine aviation occurred on March  1, using the training pipeline’s steady flow of brand-new   pilots. Almost overnight, several new MAGs and their   squadrons were created, built upon a nucleus of experienced pilots from MAG-11 who had been on the East  Coast when the war began. Much of the reorganization began on paper, with pilots shuffling back and forth in seemingly unfathomable transfers among units. Frequently  pilots reported to a new squadron only to receive orders to  another outfit within a few weeks, sometimes just days.

			Even the Marines’ grip on their own aircraft was sometimes tenuous during this time of expansion and confusion.  VMF-121, based at Quantico when the war started, hurried  out to San Diego hoping to get into the fight. Among the  first Marine squadrons equipped with F4F-3s some six  months earlier, it was eager to pit its fighters against the  Japanese. Soon after arriving in San Diego, VMF-121 received orders to Naval Air Station (NAS) North Island to  install armor plate and self-sealing fuel cells in the aircraft.  It was a promising sign. As Navy engineers watched in  amazement, the Marines ripped apart twenty planes and installed the internal equipment in just three weeks. But as  soon as the job was finished, the Navy took the planes. It  was a simple matter of priority—the planes were needed  aboard the carriers.

			VMF-121’s executive officer, Maj. John P. Condon,  later recalled that insult was heaped upon injury:

			It didn’t sit too well when they gave us six Brewster  Buffaloes, and half of them wouldn’t fly most of the  time. We used to call them “flying gas leaks.” You could  smell fuel all the time you were in that cockpit. It made  us nervous and we cut back on smoking. That was a  junk-heap airplane if there ever was one, but it was the  only thing we had to fly.

			After the big expansion in Marine aviation on March 1,  most of Condon’s fellow pilots departed to create new air  groups. Condon became operations officer for a brand-new  MAG-12, although initially the ready rooms of the old   VMF-121 and the newly commissioned VMF-122 were  empty. Soon dozens of new graduates began arriving from  the flight training bases at Corpus Christi, Texas, and at  Pensacola, Jacksonville, and Miami, Florida, to fill the vacancies. A handful of F4Fs trickled in. The newcomers  barely got a taste of flying real fighters before MAG-12  was turned upside down by an urgent order. Forty experienced pilots were needed at a little-known outpost called  Midway. “We had only about half a dozen of those,” said  Condon. “If we’d sent everybody, we couldn’t have made  forty. We sent what we could—that was the order we received.”

			By spring 1942, the evidence was clear to everyone on  Midway (and the high command in Hawaii) that the Japanese were planning an invasion. Enemy destroyers had  shelled Midway on December 7, then submarines returned  from time to time to lob rounds from their deck guns. Since  Christmas the Marines had been operating the Buffaloes  delivered by Saratoga, but they were growing bored after  weeks of local patrols. On March 8, a large four-engine  Kawanishi H6K “Mavis” flying boat attempted a reconnaissance mission, and a division of F2As sailed in to make  certain the intruder would not return to its home base. All  four Marines—one of whom would later figure in the creation of VMF-214—made firing passes at the seaplane until it finally tumbled into the ocean.

			The attempted surveillance and enemy message traffic  (cryptologists had broken the Japanese code) indicated that  an invasion was imminent. Midway forwarded the request  for pilots and aircraft to MAG-12 in May. Ultimately  VMF-221 accumulated twenty-one F2A-3s and seven  F4F-3s for aerial defense of the island, and Maj. Floyd B.  Parks welcomed almost two dozen new pilots (many just  out of flight school) to his roster by the end of the month.  Although fewer than half of his pilots had any real fighter  time in their logbooks, they were given less than a week to  prepare for the fight of their lives.

			Early on the morning of June 4, Midway’s radar detected an incoming raid by more than a hundred aircraft.  Major Parks was immediately airborne with nineteen F2As  and six F4Fs, all soon engaged in heavy aerial combat. In a  matter of minutes, his valiant little defense force was practically annihilated. Only ten Marines flew back from the  encounter, eight in aircraft too damaged to ever fly again.  Parks was not among them. With shocking ease the Japanese had virtually eliminated the squadron as a fighting  unit, although the blame was not laid at the pilots’ feet. The  Zeros that knocked them down had been flown by experienced Japanese naval aviators who held an unbeatable upper  hand with their superior numbers and the all-important advantage of altitude.

			Despite their mauling, the Marines could savor one  small consolation. The sacrifice of Major Parks and his  fighter pilots had played an influential role in the battle’s  outcome, for in shooting down eleven aircraft (plus claiming a probable and four damaged), the Marines had carved  away enough attackers to convince the Japanese carrier  commander that a follow-up raid on Midway’s facilities  was needed. Admiral Chuichi Nagumo made that decision before he was aware of the approaching American  fleet, thereby crowding the flight decks of his carriers  with aircraft while they rearmed for land targets. At this  fateful moment, the U.S. Navy’s torpedo bombers and  dive-bombers appeared overhead to write their glorious  page in history. Ultimately all four of Nagumo’s carriers  were sunk.

			Midway will be forever remembered as the battle that  destroyed the heart of the Japanese fleet, the naval victory  that brought carrier aviation into a new era. But for the Marine pilots it was a shattering loss. They took little comfort  in the final outcome, not out of resentment for the accolades showered on their Navy brethren but from the distress  of knowing how badly outclassed their aircraft had been.

			Measured against the loss of every F4F positioned at   Ewa and Wake, and at least twenty-three of the Brewsters  and Grummans garrisoned at Midway, the Marines could  claim only a few enemy fighters and a handful of bombers  shot down. Complaints about the obsolete aircraft they had  been compelled to fly were vociferous; it was their lowest  point in the war.

			At Ewa, base commander Claude Larkin had been busy  picking up the pieces after the Japanese attack six months  earlier. Combat-ready aircraft were still scarce, but he had  some well-trained fighter pilots from the rear echelon of  VMF-211 (whose airplanes had been blasted on the  ground), and Midway’s survivors had begun to arrive. East  Coast veterans and freshly trained replacements were reporting almost daily from the States, and Navy units began  combing their inventories to provide aircraft. To accommodate this influx, Larkin began enlarging and improving  Ewa, including plans to commission several new squadrons.

			As a cornerstone, VMF-211 was reconstituted under the  command of Maj. Luther S. “Sam” Moore, whose first assignment was relatively harmless—base defense duty on  the tiny island of Palmyra. From there his melting pot of pilots would provide core personnel for new squadrons when  the time came. Larkin could also divert several fighter pilots who had survived Midway and were awaiting orders to  the mainland; he would use them to temporarily staff these  newly created outfits.

			In this fashion, two new fighter squadrons were commissioned at dusty Ewa on July 1, less than a month after the  battle of Midway. They simply came into existence on paper, without fanfare, as Marine Fighting Squadrons 213  and 214, joining VMF-221 as sister units in MAG-21. A  couple of Buffalo pilots from Midway and several enlisted  men were told to organize VMF-214, unaware that it  would one day become the most famous squadron in Marine Corps history. Such insight probably would have mattered little to the small group of men who christened the   squadron on that otherwise insignificant Wednesday. Still  stunned by the battle of Midway, they were more concerned with the frustrating outlook of a long and bitter  struggle ahead. History could wait.

		

	
		
			2

			STARTING FROM  SCRATCH

			On the day of its commissioning, VMF-214 would hardly  have passed for a fighting squadron. It consisted of two officers, twenty enlisted men, and no aircraft. Furthermore  both officers were assigned as temporary caretakers, nominally holding the titles of commanding officer and executive officer while knowing that others would soon take  over. Both were captains. Command of a squadron was  usually a major’s billet, but after six months of war there  were precious few of those left. Besides, their duties were  mostly supervisory, and most of their time would be devoted to the tedium of organizing spaces, seeing to the  men’s needs, and procuring supplies and essentials.

			Charles W. Somers and Philip R. White carried disturbing memories of the one-sided air battle at Midway.  Somers, the interim commanding officer, had flown in the  division of F2As that successfully downed the Mavis flying boat in March. Phil White was credited with shooting  down one Aichi D3A dive-bomber and damaging another  during the vicious fight in June.

			Both men were dismayed at the F2A’s awful performance against Zeros, but White was particularly vehement  if not grammatically neat. Two days after the battle he  wrote:

			The F2A-3 is not a combat aeroplane. It is inferior to  the planes we were fighting in every respect . . . The  Japanese Zero can run circles around the F2A-3.

			It is my belief that any commander that orders pilots  out for combat in a F2A-3 should consider that pilot as  lost before he leaves the ground.

			Considering White’s comment, it no doubt disturbed  him that VMF-214’s first aircraft were seven F2A-3s,  which arrived on July 6 courtesy of MAG-21. The same  day, 2d Lt. R. A. Jefferies joined, giving the squadron almost half as many pilots as aircraft. Somers directed the  men to form an assembly and repair shop and prepare the  Buffaloes for flight. Just as they were getting the aircraft  ready, however, orders arrived to return the planes to the  Navy. Phil White was vindicated. The Buffaloes were  flown less than ten miles to the supply department at NAS  Ford Island on July 15 and Jefferies was transferred to  MAG-23 the following day.

			After enjoying temporary ownership of a few planes,  even if they were Brewsters, the squadron was now back  where it began with just two pilots and no planes. The lack  of activity was frustrating. The only entry they could think  up for the squadron diary on July 18 was, “This would be a  good time for a week’s leave.”

			But there was no immediate relief, and idleness bred  trouble. A sergeant was brought up on unrecorded charges  serious enough to warrant summary punishment; he was  court-martialed and the next day reduced in rank to corporal. Thirty minutes after the results of his court-martial  were published, he committed the same offense. This time,  following another summary court-martial, he was booted  all the way to private.

			The lull was temporary, however, because a seasoned  Marine soon arrived to take permanent command. He was  George F. Britt, a twenty-seven-year-old captain and the  son of a dreadnought-era naval officer. After spending  most of his life around shipyards up and down the East  Coast, he graduated from Georgia Tech with an ROTC  commission into the regular Marine Corps and completed   obligatory ground service before reporting to Pensacola for  flight training. Trained as a dive-bomber pilot, Britt was assigned to VMB-1, the first Marine outfit to receive SBDs.  The squadron, on maneuvers along the North Carolina  coast when the war started, rushed out to San Diego, only  to while away the next several months in a tent city at  Kearny Mesa. VMB-1 was broken up in the reorganization  of March 1, and Britt was reassigned to another bombing  outfit until a fortunate opportunity came his way. He received orders to evaluate a new lead-computing gunsight  under production by Bendix, a job requiring flight proficiency in F2A-3s. Just like that, he became a fighter pilot.

			When the job was complete he was sent to Hawaii as a  replacement pilot. He soon joined Sam Moore’s VMF-211  down on Palmyra, nine hundred miles south of Hawaii,  where the F2As were equipped with the Bendix gunsight.  Despite Britt’s relatively few hours in fighters, he was senior enough to come aboard as executive officer. He understood the unusual turn of events, realizing that qualified  regular officers were in demand. “The Marine Corps expanded so fast it was mind boggling,” he recalled. “You  found yourself thrust into positions of responsibility that  you never dreamed you would encounter.”

			Along with Moore and the other Buffalo pilots, Britt  spent a few months on Palmyra flying plenty of lonely patrols as part of the long defensive perimeter established by  the Pacific high command. Between patrols there was little  else to do but fly, and the pilots soon became gunnery experts. It was a perfect place for learning the fighter business, and the former SBD pilot began to outshoot his own  mentor. Moore was quick to recognize Britt’s leadership  and flying talent. When word came that two new squadrons  were being formed up at Ewa, he wrote to Claude Larkin,  recommending that one of the squadrons should be given  to Britt. Larkin agreed; VMF-214 had only two transient  officers assigned, both on temporary orders.

			In mid-July, Captain Britt departed Palmyra with orders   to report to VMF-214 at Ewa. His arrival on the twentyfirst increased the number of officers by 50 percent—to  three—and gave the fledgling squadron a measure of continuity. Although still without airplanes, it now had a senior  officer (Britt’s promotion to major was imminent) who  could provide the necessary leverage to oversee months of  acquisition, training, and eventually combat.

			For the first week after Britt took command, there was  little outward change. Not much could be accomplished  with only three pilots and no planes. But training commenced on July 30 when they borrowed planes to conduct  dummy gunnery runs. “Having trouble finding pilots for  the target plane,” someone neatly penned that day. Apparently, acting as the target was hazardous, unpopular, or  both.

			In early August, Charlie Somers was transferred to  Palmyra as the Marines continued their perplexing rotation  of officers. Once again VMF-214 was reduced to just two  officers, who grabbed whatever flights they could in borrowed planes. Two improvements toward the end of the  month brightened their outlook. Britt was “frocked” to major, permitting him to pin the oak leaf insignia on his uniform while awaiting the meager raise in pay. And eleven  new fighters were received; ten F4F-3s arrived on August  27 from VMF-222, and another was acquired from Ford Island.

			For the first time, outnumbered as they were by the aircraft in their inventory, Britt and White had some legitimate machines to fly. A newer version of the Wildcat was  currently in frontline service (the folding-wing, six-gun  F4F-4), but the pilots were hardly concerned with minor  variations. They were grateful for airplanes, which ended  their reliance on other squadrons for flight time.

			The Dash-3 Wildcats had fought well for the Navy at  Coral Sea and were nearly identical to the newer Dash-4s.  All F4Fs showed a thick belly when viewed from the  side—continuing the lineage of earlier Grumman designs   built around a common retractable landing gear system—  and were invariably described as “stubby.” The Wildcat’s  predecessor was a biplane, as the Wildcat was originally  designed to be, but in the late 1930s Grumman revised the  design to a monoplane to compete with Brewster’s new  Buffalo. The Dash-3 was mated to a supercharged Pratt &  Whitney fourteen-cylinder engine of 1,200 horsepower,  giving it an advertised top speed of approximately 330  knots. The Wildcat’s handling characteristics made it a relatively nimble dogfighter, considering its heritage.

			But the Wildcats were also known for unpredictable behavior on the ground. Their tall, narrow-tracked landing  gear placed the main wing high above the ground, challenging inexperienced pilots during crosswind takeoffs and  landings. The wing had a tendency to tip, causing one side  to stick up like a barn door. In such situations, recalled  Britt, “It was almost impossible to keep from ground looping.” Indeed, VMF-214’s first operational loss came only  one day after receiving the new planes when a pilot from  another squadron borrowed one and wrecked it. Three  more Wildcats were soon damaged beyond repair during  routine operations, all in a six-day span in early September.

			Another of the Wildcat’s quirks was a direct result of its  simplicity. Except for a small system to power the wheel  brakes, it lacked conventional hydraulics, so the landing  gear had to be raised or lowered manually by a chain mechanism turned by the pilot. The hand crank was located on  the cockpit’s right side, requiring the pilot to transfer the  control stick to his left hand in order to turn the wheel  crank with his right hand. It took approximately twenty-seven turns to fully raise the gear, and inexperienced pilots  often transmitted the rotating motion subconsciously into  their stick hand. Newcomers were easy to spot as they took  off and climbed away from the runway, their aircraft porpoising up and down for half a mile or more.

			New pilots finally began arriving in mid-September.  Two young replacement pilots, reservists fresh from the   training command, checked in first. They were followed on  September 28 by an experienced fighter pilot, Capt. Henry  A. Ellis, Jr., a University of California graduate. Ellis had  earlier served in VMF-211 with George Britt, who requested Ellis as his executive officer. Phil White stepped  down from that capacity, although he would remain with  the squadron for two more months while awaiting reassignment. The squadron, which now boasted five pilots, often joined with other outfits to conduct training exercises.

			A two-seat North American SNJ-4 trainer had been acquired on September 15 for instrument flying. A movable  hood could be drawn inside the rear canopy, compelling  the backseat occupant to fly and navigate by the gauges—  useful skills for poor weather conditions and night flying.  A safety pilot in the front seat kept a watchful eye outside  while the backseater flew blind.

			Pilot acquisition began in earnest with the arrival of nine  reserve second lieutenants from San Diego on Thursday,  October 8. They averaged fewer than three hundred flight  hours apiece, and not a single man had conducted live aerial gunnery training. They were boys almost, not far removed from elite universities—Yale, Harvard, Princeton—  or public institutions such as Oregon and Louisiana State.  By virtue of their educational status they were qualified for  cadet training after meeting the physical requirements.  Most had signed up immediately after Pearl Harbor. Exchanging fraternity parties and tree-shaded lawns for sand  fleas and sweat, they learned to fly at Corpus Christi or  Pensacola or Jacksonville. Some, such as John L. Fidler,  had prior flight instruction thanks to the civilian pilot training (CPT) program offered at colleges across the country.  Others, as one newcomer succinctly put it, came “off the  farm, into the airplane and overseas.”

			During cadet training, each of the new arrivals had been  given the option of remaining in the Navy or receiving Marine commissions. Each had selected the latter for different  reasons. Some liked the Marine Corps aviators’ dark green   uniforms; others were lured by the mystique of the Leathernecks. Many figured correctly that after Midway, Marine  pilots would see action sooner than their Navy contemporaries.

			Several new pilots had shown prowess on the playing  fields of their alma maters. One standout was Vincent W.  Carpenter, twenty-two, a native of Minneapolis. A world-class hammer thrower at Yale, he captained the track team  during his junior year before departing New Haven for aviation training. In addition to athletic ability he was an accomplished student in physics and music. Though he had  no prior aviation experience, he was a natural pilot and excelled at flight training; he became cadet commanding officer in his class at Corpus Christi. Soon after arriving at  Ewa, he caught George Britt’s attention with his smooth  touch on the controls.

			Another twenty-two-year-old found his first assignment  to a legitimate fighter squadron eye-opening. “Flight  school was one thing,” recalled Howard L. Cavanagh, “this  was a real squadron.” To the California native, Major Britt  was hard boiled, a strict disciplinarian. Considering the  youngster’s flight training, there had been little to prepare  him for the business end of a fighter plane. All he had  learned as a student were methods of gunnery without an  opportunity to try them. At Corpus Christi the only serviceable fighter was a weary F3F biplane, restricted from  the high g’s that were a necessary part of gunnery training.  “If you’d been a good boy you got to fly that thing,” he  added, “but they wouldn’t let us do any aerobatics in it. We  just got the little honor of flying it around.”

			On October 9, the day after the new lieutenants’ arrival,  two enlisted pilots added their considerable savvy to the  roster. Technical Sergeants Alvin J. Jensen and James  G. G. Taylor had earned their wings of gold the hard way.  Enlisted pilots were integrated with commissioned officers  in significant numbers after the Five-Year Air Program Act  of 1926 established a 30 percent quota of enlisted pilots in   naval aviation, Marines included. Their number peaked in  1942, with more than 130 “flying sergeants” in the Marine  Corps alone.

			Jim Taylor’s circuitous route to assignment in a fighter  squadron was fairly typical. He enlisted in the Marines  right out of high school in 1936 and completed a four-year  hitch before returning home to Cape May, New Jersey, as a  corporal in the reserves. After training as a mechanic at  Hemphill Diesel, he landed a job with the transit authority,  a real gem in those economically tough times. But in 1940,  just as he was getting his life started with a solid career, the  Marines recalled inactive reservists and he was posted to  the elimination base at the Philadelphia Navy Yard. Taylor  was “mad as hell” in his new job, teaching young aviation  cadets the rudiments of military life, but his disappointment was erased when a captain nominated him for a rare  slot in the Naval Aviation Pilot (NAP) program. Taylor  happily reported to Pensacola, where he met Alvin Jensen.

			At Pensacola, NAP students received flight instruction  virtually identical to aviation cadet training. After completing the primary and intermediate courses, Jensen and  Taylor moved to Opa-Locka, near Miami, for the advanced fighter syllabus. They logged a few more hours in  actual fighters than Howard Cavanagh had received—  perhaps ten hours in F2As—but they had no live gunnery  training either. The two sergeants received orders to the  same squadron and were soon en route to Hawaii. They  were the first of five enlisted pilots to join VMF-214 and  the only ones to make it home.

			Soon after the new pilots’ arrival, George Britt gathered  them in the ready room. He went out of his way to smooth  the integration of enlisted and commissioned pilots. Remembered Taylor:

			Britt made it abundantly clear that we were all, first  and foremost, pilots. There were social differences but  not professional differences between us. We were all of   the same cloth, even though we were from different pay  grades. In his welcoming address he made sure that nobody felt left out, and nobody could possibly assume  that they would have an elevated position.

			Several of VMF-214’s fighters had been turned over to  other squadrons, making for quite a few more pilots than  aircraft, so a handful of pilots were rotated through Link  trainer class for instrument basics while others checked out  in the available F4Fs. Training continued to be restricted  by a shortage of planes even though the SNJ-4 was pressed  into use; one day it was nearly lost, and two of the new  lieutenants with it.

			One of the lieutenants was “Big John” Fidler, who had  enlisted as a Naval Aviation Cadet following his junior  year at Monmouth College in Illinois. In the middle of  flight school he requested a transfer to the Coast Guard, but  the Navy denied his request, considering him too valuable  because he already had some fifty CPT hours in his logbook. Upon his arrival at Ewa, he had been assigned the job  of scheduling instrument flights; he penciled himself in for  a training flight on October 12 and added Carol D. C.  Bernard as safety pilot. “Bernie” was a fun-loving Cajun  who had been raised on a plantation in New Iberia,  Louisiana. His father owned land and was president of a  bank, but Bernie remained modest and made friends fast.

			Bernard and “Big John” Fidler shared boyish adventurism in their new roles as fighter pilots. Shortly after Fidler  went under the hood, he tired of the instrument training.  Ready for something more exciting, he pulled back the  hood and said, “Let’s go for a ride!” Bernard needed no  further prompting. Taking over the controls, he dropped  the SNJ down to treetop level above the rugged terrain  north of Ewa. Soon they were roaring up one of Oahu’s  canyons, laughing like schoolboys. Bernard was watching  the walls to maintain clearance and did not see a series of  high tension wires strung across the canyon until it was too   late. He yanked back on the stick, but the trainer struck the  lowest wire with an explosion “like a bolt of lightning”  right at the base of the windscreen and the vertical radio antenna. The cable sheared the antenna from the fuselage and  smashed the J-bird’s windscreen, sending shards of Plexiglas into Bernard’s face. He turned around yelling, “John, I  can’t see!” Fidler was shocked to see the pilot’s face—a  mass of little cuts, with Plexiglas in one eye despite protection from goggles.

			Fidler took over and flew back to Ewa, made a hot landing, and taxied rapidly to the ready hut. The men jumped  from the trainer, grabbed a jeep, and raced to the sick bay,  where a flight surgeon cleaned out Bernard’s eyes.

			The two shaken Marines, who knew they had come  within an eyelash of killing themselves, were sitting quietly on a sick bay cot when Major Britt walked in. Fidler  went to bat for his friend: “I guess we hit a big bird . . .”  Britt was satisfied to let it go at that, realizing that their  huge scare was lesson enough. But the truth surfaced anyway when word flashed around Ewa that a massive power  failure had blacked out the Army’s Schofield Barracks. It  was no coincidence, and the downed power cable created a  major headache for the facility. Consequently Bernard was  called on the carpet in front of a general who threatened to  take away his wings. The threat might have been acted  upon were it not for greater needs in the South Pacific. The  Marines had a good chuckle over knocking out the Army’s  electricity, but the damage to the J-bird was a setback the  squadron could ill afford. “More aircraft would certainly  come in handy,” wrote an adjutant in the diary. “We have  five assigned with usually three in commission.”

			But there would be no new aircraft for at least two  months or much change in routine for the pilots. Nevertheless during those quiescent days the squadron continued to  grow as dozens of enlisted personnel arrived to fill technical positions. In clusters they came: engine mechanics,  truck drivers, ordnance specialists, plane captains, parachute   riggers, clerks, and cooks. It took dozens of people to operate a squadron independently. Personnel had to be paid,  transported, accounted for, and fed. The F4Fs required  numerous man-hours of maintenance for each hour in the  air, and when something on the aircraft broke someone  had to fix it. In a Marine fighter squadron circa 1942, each  aviator had nine enlisted men backing him up. The pilots  grabbed the public’s attention, of course, leaving no one  to praise the blue-collar men and boys toiling behind the  scenes. VMF-214 was fortunate to have veteran master  sergeants running the technical side: Jack J. Downs as  noncommissioned officer in charge, Oscar A. Knopf as  leading chief.

			On November 27, a break from the daily routine of training and flying came in the person of none other than the  commander-in-chief of the Pacific Fleet, Adm. Chester  Nimitz. In a ceremony recognizing pilots who had fought  at Midway, Nimitz personally awarded Phil White a Navy  Cross for his part in the battle.

			Although the award gave White a measure of recognition, it could not alleviate the disenchantment he felt afterward. George Britt described him as bitter.

			Those who were required to enter the battle flying  F2A-3s didn’t have a chance. They lost so many of their  squadron mates. It was a hastily thrown-together  affair . . . and they were lucky to survive.

			White departed later that day with three of the squadron’s  lieutenants to join VMF-121 in Samoa. The reduction of  four pilots was partially offset by the arrival of a nonflying  officer, Capt. Arthur W. Little, a reservist who joined as  squadron adjutant. The thirty-eight-year-old New Yorker  was single and wealthy, with a Park Avenue address, and the  pilots considered him a playboy. He would serve the most  continuous duty of any ground officer in VMF-214, remaining with the squadron until at least 1944. His duties as an   administrative officer were hidden in the background, but  later in the Solomons he commanded the ground echelon of  enlisted maintenance personnel and transient replacement  pilots. Turned down for training as an air combat intelligence officer—the hot job for Marine ground officers—he  compensated by writing accounts of action with melodramatic journalism.

			Following the Navy Cross ceremony, the squadron settled into an intense training phase. Britt drilled the pilots in  proficiency and tactics and filled their days with training  flights. His young lieutenants had never flown anything as  powerful as the F4F, and it took several hours to get them  acquainted with the Grumman’s peculiarities. One F4F-3  was lost on December 2 when Adolph R. Vetter overstressed the airplane during a gunnery run and snapped the  right landing gear chain. In this situation the chain often  wrapped itself around the other wheel, preventing it from  lowering. Runway landings were deemed too hazardous,  and pilots were generally given the option to bail out or  make a water landing. Vetter chose the latter after the right  wheel dropped loose, then he made a smooth water landing  in the Pearl City Channel and extracted himself from the  sinking plane.2 Two more Wildcats were damaged ten  days later when unidentified pilots ground-looped them;  the pilots were unhurt but both planes needed new wings.

			Aside from the reduction in aircraft, the regimen of  training flights continued at a breathless pace. Weekends  were workdays just like any other—the only breaks came  from occasional cloudbursts that precluded flying. On the  first anniversary of the Pearl Harbor attack, the squadron  began a stretch of twenty-seven flying days in a row; not  even for Christmas or New Year’s Day were the pilots exempted from the rigorous schedule. “You fly every day you  can get the wheels in the well,” Britt told them.

			More second lieutenants began to check in from the  States. They came in random bunches, some staying, others rotating to different squadrons. One who stayed was  recently married David W. Rankin, who joined Vince  Carpenter on the list of notable athletes. Tall and muscular,  Rankin was an All-American end at Purdue and became a  cadet before the war began; he took the oath at a rousing  halftime ceremony during the 1941 college All-Star game.  Maintaining an orderly diary, he documented his arrival at  Pearl Harbor aboard the seaplane tender Pokomoke. Like  so many thousands of his fellow servicemen, he was  greatly impressed by the blackened battleships still resting  on the harbor’s muddy bottom.

			Along with the influx of pilots, a marked improvement  in the squadron’s readiness occurred on December 17, as  noted by this enthusiastic log entry.

			Great day! After having only four F4F-3s, we are assigned eight new F4F-4s and another SNJ-4. Total  planes in the squadron is now 14! . . . We are beginning  to look more like a squadron every day.

			With the arrival of Dash-4 Wildcats, the squadron now  owned the latest operational version of Grumman’s famous  design, but a newer fighter owned bragging rights as the  hottest airplane in the Marine Corps. Major William E.  Gise’s VMF-124 began flying F4U-1 Corsairs in September and was now well into a history-making training program. The new planes were declared fit for combat on  December 28, though they still suffered from mechanical  ills that would take time to correct.

			Meanwhile Britt and his pilots were generally pleased  with their own capable little F4F-4s, which had proven  themselves with the Navy at Midway and were even now  meeting Zeros in the skies over Guadalcanal. The latest version’s primary changes were the installation of a wing-fold  mechanism and an increase in armament to six .50-caliber   machine guns, alterations not widely popular with combat  veterans after exchanging their Dash-3s. The new Wildcat  had extra punch but was burdened with additional weight,  which affected its overall climb performance and speed.  Furthermore, to offset the weight of the two additional  guns, Grumman was forced to compromise with less ammunition. The Dash-3 carried 450 rounds for each of its  four guns, totaling 1,800 bullets for approximately thirty-four seconds of firing time, but the F4F-4 was limited to  240 rounds per gun—a total of only 1,440 bullets. Firing  time was cut nearly in half, a sixteen-second reduction that  some said was tantamount to eternity.

			There was one advantage, however. The reliable Colt-Browning M2 machine guns discharged half-inch-wide  slugs that weighed more than an ounce apiece at a muzzle  velocity of 2,840 feet per second, and the battery of six  guns equated to an extra thirty slugs for each one-second  burst. More than five pounds of metal came blitzing out of  the barrels of an F4F-4 every second, a veritable buzz saw  against unarmored Japanese planes. The effect of the new  gun arrangement was devastating to the enemy, but the reduction in total rounds did force pilots to shoot conservatively.

			Major Britt and his pilots soon learned for themselves,  wringing out their new Wildcats on gunnery hops after  boresighting the guns. To accomplish the latter, the planes  were towed to a large excavated pit off the end of Ewa’s  runway, where the wheels were chocked in place to prevent them from rolling backward. Next the tails were elevated and placed on cradles to level the guns. Pilots  climbed aboard to trigger the guns while ordnancemen adjusted their aim to converge at the specified distance—  usually 150 to 300 yards. Such a seemingly innocuous task  was not without its hazards, as John Fidler discovered. “It  was hotter ’n hell down there,” he lamented. “We’d had a  big party the night before, and I was throwing up all over  the place.”

			Once the guns were boresighted, the serious business of  gunnery training began. Because the lieutenants and enlisted pilots had arrived with virtually no live gunnery experience, Britt had only a few weeks to teach them  everything he knew about hitting a moving target from a  moving airplane. He began by diagramming the basics:  Airplanes move relative to one another in three spherical  dimensions, and minor flight control changes have dramatic effects. Next he demonstrated how to maneuver a  fighter into the proper position to acquire, track, lead, and  hit another fast-moving airplane.

			After the rudiments were displayed on a chalkboard, the  fledglings were sent to an aerial gunnery range to practice.  Most gunnery hops were conducted at six thousand feet  over the water, just west of Barbers Point in a rectangle of  airspace fifty miles long by ten miles wide. Later, after refresher training with oxygen masks, occasional forays  were made to twenty thousand feet for high-altitude gunnery.

			Day after day, the pilots flew out to the range and fired  paint-tipped bullets at a white target sleeve towed behind  another aircraft. To keep score and measure performance,  each pilot began the flight with a load of one hundred paint-tipped bullets, one load coated with blue paint, another  with red, and so on, enabling hits to be counted by the  smears of color. As expected, some pilots were naturals  whereas others struggled to hit the sleeve. Big John Fidler  felt that he belonged in the latter category as he recalled,  “There were some guys who would practically destroy that  sock with all their blue or red bullets.”

			Britt was one of those, having learned so well under Sam  Moore’s tutelage on the island of Palmyra. A few days before Christmas, while testing one of the brand-new F4F-4s,  Britt scored forty-six hits out of one hundred; on Christmas  Day he punched forty-seven holes in the sleeve, a score  then unmatched by any pilot at Ewa. His secret was instinctive and simple.

			Most of my gunnery scoring was made doing overhead runs, coming down to the sleeve. I found that if I  put the pipper on the tow line and put the sleeve at the  proper mark on the illuminated sight ring, I couldn’t  miss. There was that one sweet moment where everything came together, and the sleeve appeared to not be  moving at all.

			On December 26 the pilots moved into unit D of the  bachelor officers’ quarters (BOQ), newly constructed as  part of Colonel Larkin’s expansion of Ewa Field. Junior officers each had a small private room in a tropical-style  wooden building where they shared a communal bath; the  major moved into a duplex structure and enjoyed a private bath. Beyond that improvement, there were few diversions in their busy routine. Entertainment for officers  and enlisted men consisted primarily of open-air movies  due to Ewa’s remote location. They rarely made trips to  off-base watering holes. The island remained blacked out  at night, so ventures into Honolulu by car were downright  hazardous. Nevertheless three young lieutenants jointly  funded the purchase of an old car for sixty dollars and used  it mainly for trips to a local laundry, although they did risk  a few night runs into the city. Dave Rankin wrote of the  dances held every full moon. Popular band leader Artie  Shaw and his orchestra played for three of the affairs at the  air station, which turned into “drunken brawls with liquor  free.”

			But the main activity at Ewa was flying, and VMF-214’s  training agenda continued almost nonstop. When a twenty-seven-day stretch of flying was interrupted by foul weather  on January 3, the pilots simply started again the next day  and flew for forty days straight. In addition to improving  their shooting skills on gunnery hops, they practiced the  discipline needed to keep two-plane sections and four-plane divisions intact during combat maneuvering. Britt  assigned his pilots according to rank, meaning that he and   Henry Ellis led divisions while observing the second lieutenants carefully to see who showed the most promise.  Those not selected as division or section leaders would  have no easy task either. As wingmen they were challenged to stick close to their leaders, which required plenty  of throttle jockeying during hard turns while keeping their  necks constantly on a swivel.

			During the first week of January 1943, the squadron approached full operational strength with the arrival of seven  more F4F-4s. Five new pilots checked in, all having  switched to fighters from SBDs. Among them was another  enlisted pilot, Gunnery Sergeant Bateman, who passed his  first aerial test on January 10 by nursing home a Wildcat  crippled by a broken oil line. He succeeded in saving the  plane, but the episode marked the beginning of a troubling  string of bad luck.

			Two days later George Britt took a division of four  Grummans to the range west of Barbers Point for a morning gunnery flight. After completing routine firing runs  about five miles out to sea, the pilots began joining on  Britt’s wing for the return trip to Ewa. Using standard rendezvous procedures, Britt held a steady left turn into the  approaching pilots while they closed the gap, each judging  his own speed and rate of closure, then throttling back before sliding into assigned positions. It was a routine they  had practiced many times since cadet training. Lieutenant  Hartwell V. Scarborough, Jr., was the first to join the major’s left wing, followed by John Fidler leading the second  section. With three planes now in formation, Britt looked  over his left shoulder just as something went terribly  wrong.

			Lieutenant Jeremiah J. Reinburg had misjudged his high  rate of closure and swooped in too fast beside Fidler, who  was stunned to see a whirling propeller in front of his left  wing. An instant later came a jarring collision as Reinburg’s  plane slammed into Fidler’s. Airframe parts flew in all directions. From his position up forward, Britt was relieved to   see two parachutes blossom as both pilots jumped from  their stricken fighters. He keyed his mike and shouted a  Mayday over the radio, then instructed Vic Scarborough to  circle one of the descending chutes while he followed the  other down to the ocean.

			Britt’s relief at seeing two parachutes was short-lived.

			After no more than thirty seconds I noticed that something odd was going on. The chute I was circling was not  descending at anywhere near the rate the other was. I circled in for a closer look and saw, to my horror, that the  chute harness was empty.

			Unable to determine whose harness was empty, Britt  continued to circle the drifting canopy until the other one  landed in the water.

			Big John was the fortunate one. Never having jumped  from an airplane before, he followed the procedures  learned in training with remarkable composure. He was  poised to bail out when he felt a tug on his head; the radio  cord was still plugged into the console. He sat back down,  disconnected the plug, stood again, and jumped, brushing  against a crumpled wing. During the parachute descent he  carefully stored the ripcord in a pocket of his flight suit for  safekeeping and had time to remove one shoe before  splashing down. After freeing himself of the shroud lines,  he kicked off the other shoe and toggled his Mae West;  only one half worked. Fidler started swimming as he  squinted into the bright morning sun toward the mountains  of Oahu in the distance. He was getting his bearings when  he spotted Reinburg’s empty harness floating down, and  knew it meant the end of his squadron mate.

			George Britt’s Mayday had alerted a submarine running  on the surface nearby. Fidler, blinded by the sun’s glare on  the water, never saw it approaching until he smacked into  its side. “It was just amazing. Bang, and there it was.” His  troubles were not quite over. A couple of sailors hauled   him aboard, but his near blindness caused a wrong step and  he tumbled painfully down the sub’s conning tower. After  resting on the captain’s bunk while his clothing dried, he  arose to find a pool of blood from an undiscovered injury.  His buttocks had been sliced open by a jagged piece of  metal on the Wildcat’s crumpled wing. When the sub tied  up at Pearl Harbor, Fidler caught a ride back to Ewa, unfazed by his second brush with disaster.

			There was no trace of Jerry Reinburg. Britt’s interview  with the enlisted plane captain who assisted Reinburg into  his aircraft revealed Reinburg had a habit of taxiing away  from the flight line without securing the leg straps of his  parachute harness. The straps crossed below the crotch and  were uncomfortable, but they absorbed much of a parachute’s opening shock. Reinburg had bailed out after the  collision, but the unsecured harness was torn from his body  when the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			For Ace, whose many gifts to me include the love of books,
 history, and flying
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