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First to Fight

THE JAPANESE WERE ON THE MOVE.

After many months of frustration, fruitless negotiation, anger, and mistrust, Japan had decided on war with the West. The militarists had prevailed. The goal was simple: destroy Western forces in the Pacific; seize Allied colonies and possessions with their much-needed resources (particularly oil); and then deign to negotiate a peace with a demoralized enemy, emerging with a diplomatic settlement that would leave Japan in command of a Pacific empire.

If the anticipated outcome demonstrated a gross misunderstanding of the West in general and the United States in particular, the plan itself was a masterpiece, the military execution brilliant. The opening move in the early morning hours of December 7, 1941—an aerial attack launched from six carriers to remove the threat posed by the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in the Hawaiian Islands—was a stunning success.

AOCM John W. Finn

Kaneohe Naval Air Station

December 7, 1941

War came to thirty-two-year-old John Finn on the morning of Sunday, December 7, 1941, as he lay naked in bed with his wife in their married housing quarters at the naval air station at Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii. Finn, the chief aviation ordnanceman for Patrol Squadron 14 (VP-14), was entertaining lascivious thoughts about how to spend his morning oﬀ duty when he heard planes passing low overhead. The planes were not adhering to the normal flight pattern. Stranger still, they sounded like single-engine aircraft, not the big twin-engine PBY amphibious flying boats flown by the three patrol squadrons at the naval air station. Then Finn heard gunfire in the near distance. If anyone was scheduled to test-fire machine guns on the base, as chief aviation ordnanceman, he should have been alerted to the fact.

As his mind slowly shifted gears from romance to business, there came a frantic knocking on the door downstairs. Forgoing his skivvies, Finn hurriedly pulled on his dungaree pants and answered the door to find his neighbor’s wife on the step. “They want you down at the hangar right away,” she exclaimed. Before Finn could get a word out, she “turned and run like a deer.”1 Without bothering with the skivvies, Finn shrugged into his shirt, pulled on socks and shoes, grabbed his hat, and headed out to his 1938 Chevrolet. Also alerted, his neighbor, CPO Eddie Sullivan, piled into the passenger seat, and they started down the winding road toward the PBY hangar area about a mile away.

Studiously observing the 20 mph base speed limit, Finn paused briefly to pick up a young sailor hiking down the road on foot. He had scarcely resumed his leisurely “Sunday morning drive to church,” as he put it later, when a plane came roaring up from behind at low level. Finn glanced out the car window as the aircraft came abreast. “I looked out there and this plane made a wingover and I looked up and saw two great big dirty red balls,” he remarked.2 “It looked almost like the red ball had been mixed with mud. They were not bright red and pretty.”3 Finn had been to China, and he knew which nation painted red discs on their aircraft. He turned to Sullivan and exclaimed, “Sully, this is the real McCoy. It’s the Japs.”4 He stomped on the accelerator and raced down the mountain toward the hangar area and, as it turned out, toward history. “I threw it into second and it’s a wonder I didn’t run over every sailor in the air station,” he joked later.5

At the time of the Japanese attack on the Pacific Fleet, John William Finn had been in the Navy for fifteen years. Born on July 24, 1909, in Los Angeles, he grew up outside Compton. His father worked as a caretaker for the Los Angeles County Water District. Young Finn had a mechanical bent, but he hated school. After repeating the eighth grade, he told his father he was going to quit. The senior Finn said he’d prefer that John finish his education, but if the boy was set on quitting, he wouldn’t stand in the way. “So I quit school,” remarked Finn.6 He was thirteen years old.

He worked for a farmer for a year or so, then joined an older cousin in a Los Angeles factory assembling bristles and hair into diﬀerent types of brushes. The factory lacked ventilation, and it was dirty, unhealthy work. The cousin started talking about getting out of there and joining the Navy. The cousin never followed through, but Finn knew a good idea when he heard one. Two or three weeks before his seventeenth birthday, he went down to the recruiting station and filled out the paperwork to enlist. He returned with his mother as soon as he turned seventeen; she signed oﬀ on all the forms, and Finn found himself in the United States Navy. “I looked like I was about twelve years old,” he laughed later. “I didn’t shave for two years after I got in the Navy. I never had any whiskers.”7

Finn quickly decided he liked just about everything about the Navy, starting with his first meal at boot camp: sliced roast beef and gravy. All he could eat. “Man, I just couldn’t believe that food…. I thought I died and went to heaven,” he recalled.8 After recruit training, Finn was selected for the Aviation General Utility School at Great Lakes, Illinois. “Well, I didn’t know what ‘general utility’ meant,” he said. “I thought I went up there to learn how to fly an airplane, but that was the last thing you did…. It was a general utility school” designed to train airplane mechanics.9

Ironically, completion of aviation school kept him on shore for most of his first enlistment. “I went right in to the A and R Shops where you built airplanes,” he recalled. Among his jobs was sewing fabric onto the wings. But Finn really wanted to work with weapons. “All I wanted to do is get over [to] that Ordnance Department where I could have guns, machine guns and all that stuﬀ.”10

He eventually managed to wrangle an assignment to the Ordnance Department at the naval air station at North Island, California. “I became an aviation ordnanceman—ordnance is anything that belongs with gunnery…. [I]t’s not only guns and ammunition and torpedoes and rockets, it’s all the equipment—complicated equipment that you use—to enable you to use the explosive! The stuﬀ that kills people… that goes out there and does the damage.”11

Toward the end of his first enlistment, Finn finally got to go to sea aboard the USS Lexington. Reenlisting, he served aboard a succession of ships, including a tour with the Asiatic Fleet aboard the heavy cruiser USS Houston. While stationed in San Diego in 1932, he encountered Nebraska-born Ruby Alice Dilts. A shipmate had met twenty-year-old Alice, as she preferred to be called, at a dance. He introduced her to Finn, who was immediately smitten. The attraction was mutual, and the two were married on June 21, 1933. Finn was promoted to chief petty officer, the highest enlisted rating in the Navy at that time, in 1935 after only nine years of active duty. By then he had decided on a career in the Navy. “Everybody thought I was a boy wonder,” he chuckled.12

In April 1941, following a tour in Alaska, his PBY flying boat squadron, VP-14, was sent to join two other patrol squadrons—VP-11 and VP-12—at the brand-new naval air station at Kaneohe Bay 15 miles north of Pearl Harbor.13 Construction on the base began in September 1940 and was still a work in progress when Patrol Squadron 14 (VP-14) arrived. Two large hangars had been built by the shore with another under construction. There was also a smaller maintenance hangar. Expansive ramps or aprons for each squadron’s twelve PBY-5s led down to the water. Produced by Consolidated Aircraft, the massive seaplanes had come into service in late 1936. Nearly 64 feet long and powered by two 1200-power Pratt & Whitney “Twin Wasp” 14-cylinder, air-cooled radial piston engines, the aircraft carried a ten-man crew, had a cruise speed of 125 mph and a range of over 2,500 miles, making it an ideal patrol plane.

VP-14 had “ready duty” the morning of December 7. At 6:15 a.m. three planes lumbered into the air to patrol assigned sectors. Shortly before 7 a.m., while Finn was still in bed, one of those aircraft, piloted by twenty-four-year-old Ens. William P. Tanner, spotted an unauthorized submarine on the surface about a mile oﬀ the entrance to Pearl Harbor. The PBY attacked in conjunction with the destroyer USS Ward. The destroyer took the sub under fire with its deck guns and subsequently with depth charges. Tanner swooped low overhead and dropped another depth charge just ahead of the intruder as the doomed sub disappeared beneath the surface. It was later learned that their victim was a two-man Japanese midget sub, one of five assigned to penetrate the harbor in conjunction with the early-morning aerial attack.

Forty-five minutes later, Japanese planes heading for the naval air station aroused Finn from what was supposed to be a leisurely Sunday morning. VP-14’s war diary reported, “At about 0745 the squadron hangar, planes and area was subjected to a severe strafing attack by about nine (9) Japanese Type 0 fighter planes. Two planes [PBYs] on the water and three on the ramp were set on fire during this attack.”14 In fact, the war diary slightly underestimated the numbers. There were eleven Mitsubishi A6M2 Type 0 fighters (later code-named Zeros by the Allies), five from the carrier Shōkaku and six from the Zuikaku, each with two forward-firing 7.7mm machine guns and two wing-mounted 20mm cannons.

Arriving in the midst of the attack, Finn sped toward the hangar line in his car. “When I got down to the end of that road, I was going like a scalded tail ape,” he remarked.15 VP-11 was at Hangar 1. Next in line was the maintenance hangar, then VP-14’s Hangar 2. Finn yelled over his shoulder to the young sailor in the backseat, asking where he wanted to get out. “Right here!” the youngster shouted as they got to VP-11’s hangar. “I skidded to a stop there; he opened the door and got out and I looked in rearview mirror and he was just standing in the middle of the street,” remembered Finn. “His hangar had just started to burn.”16 Out in the water, two anchored PBYs were also burning, along with three others on the ramp, pillars of black smoke billowing from their pyres.

Finn sped down to Hangar 2 and out of sheer force of habit parked the car in the official lot before sprinting to the armory area in the cavernous building. Sailors were already shooting back at the enemy planes with guns stripped from PBYs parked on the hangar apron and with rifles and machine guns from the armory. A sailor had shot the padlock oﬀ the ready room locker and was handing out arms and ammunition.

Finn heard the clatter of machine-gun fire just outside the door that led from the armory to the apron where the squadron’s planes were parked. “I run out there and I peeked out the door,” he said. “I didn’t want to get shot by our own guns, which could happen very easily.” Standing by the side of the hangar, radioman Robert J. Peterson—“a little blonde kid” from Colorado whose eyes were now wide as saucers—was manning a .30-caliber machine gun as planes roared overhead. Almost in Peterson’s line of fire, AOM3c James (“Bucky”) Walters had set up a .50-caliber machine gun.

“Move your gun out, Pete!” yelled Finn. “You’re going to shoot the top of Bucky’s head oﬀ!”

“We cain’t, Chief!” exclaimed Peterson, indicating Japanese planes. “They’re shooting at us!”

Finn dashed outside and grabbed Peterson’s .30-caliber, which had been set on a tripod mount used for training. “I grabbed that .30-caliber gun, more or less took it away from Pete,” he said. He lugged the gun about 20 yards out onto the open apron area, where he could see over the hangar and had a better field of fire. “Right oﬀ the bat there was some Jap planes came and I started firing at them with the .30-caliber gun.”17 Fighters would come through strafing, then circle away to line up a return run. “All I did was shoot at every one I could,” said Finn. “You don’t knock’em down out of the air. That plane is going close to 200 knots, just a flick, and he’s gone. You might not get fifteen or twenty seconds—that’s a long blast.”18

Taking advantage of lulls in the strafing, Finn periodically ran back into the hangar where men were belting ammunition for the machine guns. “I went in and out of my armory all during that battle and repaired machine guns and got other guns going—anything I could do,” he said.19 During one visit, he noticed five or six bomb-handling carts loaded with 500-pound depth charges. Brought in to arm PBYs on antisubmarine duty, the depth charges now posed a major hazard. If they were detonated by a strafing enemy fighter, it was possible the whole hangar would be leveled. Spotting his former car passenger, Eddie Sullivan, Finn exclaimed, “Sullivan, get those damn things out of here!”20

Another problem proved harder to resolve: there were scarcely any ground mounts for the machine guns, which were intended for use in the squadron’s aircraft. Finn himself was using a training mount designed to stabilize the gun while students learned how to operate the weapon. “It was never ever designed to shoot a machine gun, but I fired thousands of rounds from that thing,” he said.21 Other sailors used whatever they could find—including pipes driven into the ground and even piles of lumber—to support the scavenged machine guns. Despite the growing volume of machine-gun fire directed at the attacking planes, the sailors could see little eﬀect. “I can’t tell you how many Japanese planes I shot at,” said Finn. “I shot at every one that I could bear on…. I did not see a single plane go down. And that began to worry me. Christ, I [couldn’t] even seem to get one of them.”22

At about 9 a.m. the second attack wave of two nine-plane divisions (known as chutais), each consisting of Nakajima B5N2 Type 97 attack bombers from the Japanese carrier Shōkaku, approached the air station. Given the Allied code name Kate later in the war, the single-engine B5Ns were armed with two 250-kilogram (550-pound) bombs and carried a three-man crew consisting of pilot, navigator/bombardier, and radio operator/gunner. Finn looked up and saw five planes approaching as the first chutai swung in for a bomb run. He pulled the charging bolt on his machine gun and waited. “[I] saw those Japs coming and I got right on ’em and I followed them up, fired the whole 100-round belt at them.” He watched his tracers float right into a bomber’s propeller—“the only plane I know I absolutely hit,” he said later. “I grabbed another belt oﬀ that pile of ammunition and… slapped it in.” He looked up at an approaching aircraft and saw “little black… little tiny specks coming out of the plane.” They were bombs.23

Finn paused, thinking the bombs might fall short or go over—then he realized he was standing out in the open without the least bit of protection. He turned and made a dash for the hangar. “I left that gun, dropped that ammunition on the deck and dived into the corner of a stairwell,” he said. “And I no sooner hit the deck and the deck rose up, just like a carpet blowing in the wind.” Massive explosions blew in all the heavy-glass hangar windows, showering him with shards as he huddled by the concrete stairs. “I jumped up and shook myself and started to run back out…. I run out there and one of those bombs had almost made a direct hit on that .30-caliber machine gun. The center of the crater was only about ten feet from the base of that gun.”24 There had been eighteen bombs in all. Eight, including one dud, struck along the paved apron; the rest had fallen just oﬀshore, leaving large muddy rings in the shallow water. “I thought, gee whiz, you’re lucky you can run fast,” he remarked years later of his narrow escape.25

The gun was still operable. Finn shook the bomb debris out of the ammunition belt as the second chutai approached. “I saw a flight of planes coming…. And they were making a circle going to make a tree top level [run] back on us.” As he braced himself, a sailor manning a .50-caliber machine gun started toward him, yelling something unintelligible. “And I had this gun all loaded and was getting ready to fire on this incoming flight of planes. I think it was three or four of them.”

“Get the hell back to your gun!” Finn yelled at the man.

The sailor took three or four steps toward him and again yelled something Finn could not make out. Again, Finn told him to get back on his gun. The man kept coming. “My gun is jammed!” he yelled.26

Finn dashed over to the .50-caliber, quickly cleared the jam, and trained the gun on the bombers now approaching only about 2,000 feet oﬀ the deck. A hail of fire rose toward the chutai as Finn and dozens of others opened up with everything from machine guns to rifles and pistols. Apparently confused by the smoke rising from the air station and daunted by the amount of ground fire, the chutai broke oﬀ and began to circle around to attack from higher altitude. The interlude, noted VP-14’s war diary, “was immediately followed by another strafing attack by nine (9) to twelve (12) Type 0 fighters. The two latter attacks succeeded in firing all but one of the remaining planes and in only one case could the fires be extinguished, and that not until the plane had been severely damaged.”27 The strafing was followed by more explosions as the Japanese bombers returned and scored several hits on Hangar 1, killing or wounding a large number of men inside.

Fully exposed on the open tarmac, Finn fired away throughout the attack. “Finally, pretty soon I looked and looked and didn’t see any more planes,” Finn recalled. He suddenly realized he was bleeding from multiple wounds, most of them fragmentation wounds from exploding 20mm shells fired by the attacking Zeros during their strafing runs. “When those things hit the shrapnel would go all over,” he explained.28 “I got shot in the left arm and shot in the left foot, broke the bone. I had shrapnel blasts in my chest and belly and right thumb.”29 “I went to charge the gun; my arm didn’t have any strength at all. I looked down…. My left foot had got shot. I was walking around on my heel. I had shrapnel in my chest.”30

With one arm useless, he reached over with the other to charge the gun, but the Japanese were gone. Scanning the skies, he finally saw one, “a little black speck up to the north.” The PBYs on the bay were emitting heavy black smoke as they burned down to the waterline. “That Jap plane disappeared behind that smoke. And I thought, he’s coming out and I don’t care how far it is, when he comes out to the south end of that smoke, I’m going to let him have it.”31

The enemy fighter—it was a Zero—burst out of the smoke “right down the barrel of that machine gun…. The instant it come out, I started firing,” said Finn. “If I didn’t hit him, it was just a goddamn miracle.”32 The plane roared overheard. “He was so close to me, over me that the air pressure of that plane just forced me… I was standing on one leg hanging onto the gun… and forced me right down to the ground on my knees. I came right up, ’cause I had powerful legs, came right up, strong, and tried to get on him as he flew over my head,” but the plane had vanished over the hangar.33

It was the last Japanese plane Finn saw that day. As he stood down, it seemed as though the whole battle had lasted no more than about fifteen minutes. He was astonished when a sailor told him it was 10:15 a.m.—he had been fighting for over two hours. He was a bloody mess from his multiple wounds, including one to his scalp that was bleeding down onto his face. “Finn, you look like you had your head blown oﬀ,” observed a sailor.34 The bones in his left foot were broken
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Appendix

JAPANESE PLANES

Betty: The Mitsubishi G4M3 Model 34 was a land-based, twin-engine Japanese Navy bomber. It carried a seven-man crew and was armed with four 7.7mm machine guns (two in the nose, two in the waist) and two 20mm cannon, one each in the dorsal and tail turrets. It could carry an aerial torpedo or a 2,000-pound bomb load and had a range of over 2,500 miles and a cruise speed of 195 mph. The most famous Japanese bomber of the war, it was dubbed the “Flying Lighter” by Allied pilots because it would burn like a torch when the unprotected fuel tanks were hit. It saw service throughout the war.

Claude: The Mitsubishi A5M was a single-seat carrier-based fighter, predecessor to the famous Mitsubishi A6M Zero. It was armed with two 7.7mm machine guns above the engine area. The first Japanese Navy monoplane, it first saw combat in China in 1937. Increasingly obsolescent after Pearl Harbor, most ended up in second-line or training functions.

Dinah: The Mitsubishi Ki-46 was a twin-engine Army reconnaissance aircraft. It carried a two-man crew and had a maximum speed of 370 mph, a service ceiling of just over 35,000 feet, and a range of over 1,500 miles. It was armed with a 7.7mm machine gun mounted in the rear cockpit. Popular among crews, the Dinah could fly high and fast, making it difficult for Allied pilots to intercept.

Emily: Called one of the “most outstanding water-based combat aircraft of the war,” the Kawanishi H8K was a four-engine Navy flying boat used for patrol duties and long-range bombing attacks. Carrying a crew of ten, it had a nearly 125-foot wingspan, a length of just over 92 feet, and a ferry range of just over 4,400 statute miles. Heavily armed with five 20mm guns and five 7.7mm machine guns, it was sometimes called the “Flying Porcupine.” It could carry two torpedoes or 4,400 pounds of bombs.

Frances: The Yokosuka P1Y Ginga (“Milky Way”) was a Japanese Navy three-seat, twin-engine bomber. Entering service in 1944, the P1Y was intended to be comparable to the American B-25 Mitchell. It was highly maneuverable and could outrun many Allied fighters at low altitude. It was armed with four 7.7mm machine guns (two in the nose, two in the waist) and two 20mm cannon (one each in the dorsal and tail turrets) and could carry one torpedo or twenty 200-pound bombs. However, only eight of the fourteen fuel tanks were protected, and armor was limited to a single plate behind the pilot’s head.

Frank: The Nakajima Ki-84 Hayate (“Storm”) was a single-seat Army fighter/bomber considered by some to be the best Japanese fighter of World War II. Armed with two 20mm cannon in the nose and two in the wings, it could carry two externally mounted bombs. It had a maximum speed of 430 mph at 25,000 feet and was a match for any Allied fighter. The Hayate first appeared in service in April 1944, but the bulk of production occurred late in the war.

Hamp: See Zeke/Zero.

Helen: The Nakajima Ki-49 Donryu (“Storm Dragon”) was a Japanese Army heavy bomber. With an eight-man crew, the Ki-49 was armed with two 7.7mm machine guns (one each to port and starboard), a 20mm cannon in a dorsal turret, and three 12.7mm machine guns (one each in the nose, ventral, and tail positions). It could carry 2,200 pounds of bombs but was underpowered and relatively easy prey for Allied fighters. By late 1944 most had transitioned into noncombat roles.

Irving: The Nakajima J1N1 was intended as a twin-engine, three-seat reconnaissance aircraft. However, after experimentation at Bougainville in 1943 with modifying Irvings as night fighters with upper oblique firing cannons, the J1N1-S Gekko (“Moonlight”) night fighter was introduced with both upward and lower oblique firing cannons. The Gekko had a two-man crew, eliminating the previous navigator position.

Jack: The Mitsubishi J2M Raiden was a single-seat, land-based Navy interceptor introduced in early 1944. In a departure from convention, design requirements for the aircraft focused more on speed and climb than on maneuverability, specifying that it be able to climb to 19,685 feet in about five minutes and have a speed of 373 mph at that altitude. First versions featured two 20mm guns and two 7.7mm guns; later versions replaced the 7.7mm machine guns with two additional 20mms. Later models proved formidable against high-flying B-29s.

Jake: The Aichi E13A was a long-range single-engine reconnaissance seaplane. It served many roles, including air/sea rescue. With a three-man crew, the floatplane could handle a 550-pound bomb load and had a range of 1,298 statute miles. Armament consisted of one flexible, rearward-firing 7.7mm machine gun for the observer.

Jill: The B6N Tenzan (“Mountain of the Sky”) replaced the Nakajima B5N2 Kate as the standard Navy carrier-based torpedo bomber in the latter part of the war. It had a three-man crew, was armed with three 7.7mm Type 97 machine guns (one rear firing, one in a ventral tunnel, and a third forward-firing gun in the left wing), and could carry a torpedo or up to 1,764 pounds of bombs.

Judy: The Yokosuka D4Y Suisei (“Comet”) was a carrier-borne Navy dive bomber introduced to replace the obsolete Aichi D3A2 Val dive bomber. Crewed by a pilot and a backseat gunner, it was one of the fastest dive bombers of the war, superior to the U.S. Helldiver, but lacked armor and self-sealing fuel tanks, a vulnerability not addressed until later in the war. Armed with two 7.7mm machine guns in the nose and a flexible machine gun in the rear position, it typically carried one 1,100-pound bomb.

Kate: The Nakajima B5N2, a single-engine carrier-based torpedo bomber, was among the aircraft that attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, where it proved spectacularly successful carrying the lethal Japanese Long Lance torpedo. Kates also participated in the sinking of U.S. carriers Yorktown, Lexington, Wasp, and Hornet. With a three-man crew, the Kate was armed with one rear 7.7mm machine gun and could carry one 1,764-pound torpedo or the same weight in bombs. Though it had a good bomb load and range, its slow cruise speed (161 mph), lack of armor or self-sealing fuel tanks, and sole rear gun for defense made it very vulnerable to fighters. It was largely removed from frontline service in 1944.

Lily: Introduced in 1940, the Kawasaki Ki-48-II Type 99 was a Japanese Army twin-engine light bomber. Slow and inadequately armed, it had a four-man crew and was armed with three 7.7mm machine guns, one each in the nose and the dorsal and ventral turrets. Attempts were made to upgrade later versions with more powerful engines, better weaponry, armor, and protected fuel tanks, but production was finally stopped in 1944.

Mavis: The Kawanishi H6K was a Japanese Navy flying boat used for maritime patrol duties. The four-engine craft had a wingspan of just over 131 feet, a length of just over 84 feet, and a range of nearly 3,000 statute miles; it could remain in the air for twenty-six hours. With a nine-man crew, the H6K was armed with 7.7mm machine guns in the nose, spine, and two waist blisters and a 20mm cannon in the tail turret. It could carry two torpedoes or 2,200 pounds of bombs. The transport version could accommodate eighteen passengers.

Nate: The highly maneuverable Nakajima Ki-27 was the Japanese Army’s first low-wing monoplane fighter. The single-seat fighter was armed with two fixed forward-firing 7.7mm machine guns. Extensively used in China during the late 1930s, it saw service during the early part of the greater Pacific war before being relegated to homeland defense.

Nell: The Mitsubishi G3M Japanese Navy bomber was developed in the mid-1930s and remained in production until 1943. The twin-engine, long-range, land-based bomber had a seven-man crew. Its most famous action was the sinking of HMS Prince of Wales and Repulse on December 10, 1941. Armed with four 7.7mm machine guns (two in the waist, one in the dorsal, one in the cockpit), and one 20mm cannon in a dorsal turret, the Nell could carry a bomb load or a torpedo. It had a range of 3,871 statute miles and a cruise speed of 184 mph. By 1943, most were in second-line service.

Nick: The Kawasaki Ki-45 Toryu (“Dragonslayer”) was a two-seat, twin-engine heavy fighter flown by the Japanese Army. Early types were armed with two 12.7mm machine guns in the nose, a single 20mm cannon in the belly, and a 7.7mm machine gun in the rear. Another version replaced the 20mm with a 37mm gun in an eﬀort to counter B-17 Flying Fortress bombers.

Oscar: The Nakajima Ki-43 Hayabusa (“Peregrine Falcon”) was an Army fighter routinely mistaken for the Zero by Allied pilots. Smaller, lighter, and cheaper to produce than the Zero, the Oscar could outmaneuver virtually any opponent. Armament varied but commonly featured two 12.7mm machine guns. Maximum speed was 336 mph. A favorite among Japanese Army aces, it was the most numerous of all Imperial Army warplanes. However, its light construction left it extremely vulnerable to enemy gunfire.

Pete: The Mitsubishi F1M floatplane was originally developed as an observation plane catapulted from surface vessels but ended up filling a variety of roles during the war, including patrol and rescue plane, defense fighter, convoy escort, and bomber. The last Japanese Navy biplane type, the F1M carried a pilot and observer/gunner and was armed with two fixed forward-firing 7.7mm machine guns and a 7.7mm machine gun for the rear-seat observer.

Rufe: The Nakajima A6M2-N was a single-seat floatplane virtually identical to the Mitsubishi A6M Zero except for the central and side floats. It had a maximum speed of 270 mph. Armed with two 7.7mm Type 97 machine guns in the forward fuselage and two 20mm guns in the wings, it could carry two 132-pound bombs.

Sally: The Mitsubishi Ki-21 was a Japanese Army twin-engine heavy bomber that first saw action in China in the late 1930s. Crewed by seven men, it was armed with five 7.7mm machine guns (one each in the nose, ventral, and tail positions and two in the waist) and a 12.7mm machine gun in a dorsal turret; it could carry a 2,205-pound bomb load. Like most Japanese bombers, it was lightly constructed and initially had no self-sealing fuel tanks, which made it easy prey for U.S. fighters. By 1944 it was essentially obsolete but remained in service due to lack of a suitable replacement.

Tojo: The Nakajima Ki-44 Shokie (“Devil-Queller”) went into production in late 1940 for Army service. It was designed as an interceptor fighter with a higher rate of climb and overall speed (maximum 376 mph) than the Ki-43 Oscar. However, it was also much less maneuverable, which made it unpopular with many pilots. Armament consisted of two 12.7mm machine guns in the wings and two in the fuselage. Most Tojos were employed in defense of Japan later in the war.

Tony: The Kawasaki Ki-61 Hien (“Swallow”) was the only fighter with a liquid-cooled engine fielded by the Japanese Army during the war. The Ki-61 went into combat around New Guinea in April 1943. Outwardly it somewhat resembled the U.S. P-51 Mustang. Well-armed with two 7.7mm machine guns in the nose and two 20mm guns in the wings, with protective armor and capable of high speed in dives, it was a good match for Allied fighters. Due to its sleek lines, it was initially mistaken by Allied pilots as a German Me 109 or Italian fighter. It had a top speed of 368 mph.

Val: The Aichi D3A single-engine, two-seat carrier bomber was among the aircraft that attacked Pearl Harbor at the beginning of the war. Crewed by a pilot and backseat gunner, it was armed with 7.7mm machine guns in the nose and a flexible 7.7mm in the rear position. It could carry a 551-pound bomb under the fuselage and two 132-pound bombs under the wings. Easily recognizable by its fixed landing gear, it was considered an excellent dive bomber in the early part of the war but eventually became obsolete and was replaced by the Aichi D4Y Suisei Judy.

Zeke/Zero: The fast, highly maneuverable Mitsubishi A6M2 Model 21 carrier-borne Zero was the preeminent fighter during the first year of the war. Though superior to Allied planes of the period, it sacrificed weight in the form of armor and self-sealing fuel tanks to increase speed and agility. The single-seat fighter carried two 7.7mm Type 92 machine guns in the nose and two 20mm cannons in the wings. The official Allied reporting name was Zeke, although the use of the name Zero was common. A clipped-wing variation with minor diﬀerences was called a Hamp. The second main version of the Zeke, the A6M3, came out in mid-1942 and had a more powerful engine. The A6M5 version appeared in 1943 with heavier armament and an attempt to provide more protection for the pilot and fuel tanks.

U.S. PLANES

A-20 Douglas Havoc was an Army twin-engine medium bomber/attack aircraft introduced in 1941. With a three-man crew (bombardier, pilot, and rear gunner), it was armed with six fixed forward-firing .50-caliber Browning machine guns in the nose, two .50-caliber machine guns in a dorsal turret, and a flexible .50-caliber machine gun mounted behind the bomb bay. It could carry 4,000 pounds of bombs. The A-20 was used in the Pacific primarily in low-level strikes against enemy airfields and supply dumps and in skip-bombing attacks on Japanese ships.

A-24 Banshee. See SBD Dauntless.

B-17 Flying Fortress was introduced in 1939 as a strategic heavy bomber. The four-engine bomber was just over 74 feet long, with a wingspan of just under 104 feet and a range of 2,000 statute miles. It carried a crew of ten (pilot, copilot, navigator, bombardier/nose gunner, flight engineer/top turret gunner, radio operator, two waist gunners, ball turret gunner, and tail gunner). The Fortress was armed with thirteen .50-caliber machine guns in nine positions and could carry 8,000 pounds of bombs. Though developed for high-altitude bombing, in the Pacific it was found more eﬀective at lower altitudes, including in skip-bombing attacks on ships.

B-24 Liberator was a four-engine heavy bomber introduced in 1941. Most crews preferred the B-17 as the B-24 was less robust, had a lower ceiling, was difficult to fly, and performed poorly at low speeds. Its typical ten-man crew consisted of pilot, copilot, navigator, bombardier, radio operator, and gunners for nose turret, top turret, waist, ball turret, and tail. Later versions replaced the glassed “greenhouse” nose with a nose turret to combat head-on attacks and for strafing. It had a range of 1,540 statute miles and was armed with ten .50-caliber machine guns in four turrets and two waist positions. Its bomb load was comparable to the B-17’s.

B-25 Mitchell was a twin-engine medium bomber named after Maj. Gen. William “Billy” Mitchell. The Mitchell proved most lethal in low-level attacks on enemy facilities and shipping. Squadrons adapted strafer versions by increasing the number of forward-firing guns. With a length of just under 53 feet and a wingspan of just under 68 feet, the B-25 carried a five-man crew (pilot, navigator/bombardier, turret gunner/engineer, radio operator/waist gunner, and tail gunner). The plane was armed with anywhere from twelve to eighteen .50-caliber machine guns and could carry 3,000 pounds of bombs.

B-26 Marauder was a fast twin-engine Army medium bomber that proved tricky to handle during takeoﬀs and landings, earning it an early reputation as a “widow maker.” Its seven-man crew included pilot, copilot, bombardier/radio operator, navigator, and three gunners. First used in the Pacific theater in early 1942, it was armed with twelve .50-caliber Browning machine guns and could carry 3,000 pounds of bombs.

B-29 Boeing Superfortress was a four-engine, long-range heavy bomber introduced in May 1944 and intended for high-altitude strategic bombing. With a range of 3,250 statute miles, B-29s based in the Mariana Islands were well within striking distance of the Japanese home islands and soon began to lay waste to Japan’s cities. A massive 99 feet long with a wingspan just over 141 feet, it had state-of-the-art features, including a pressurized cabin and an analog computer-controlled fire system with four remote machine-gun turrets. The eleven-man crew included pilot, copilot, bombardier, flight engineer, navigator, radio operator, radar observer, right gunner, left gunner, central fire controller, and tail gunner. It could carry 12,000 pounds of bombs 1,600 miles at medium altitude and just less than half that weight at high altitude.

F4F Grumman Wildcat was the frontline U.S. Navy carrier fighter at the beginning of the war, replacing the disappointing Brewster Buﬀalo. Though generally outperformed by the faster, nimbler Zero, the Wildcat, with its armor, self-sealing fuel tanks, and tougher airframe could survive more damage than the Zero. This toughness, plus adaptive tactics against the A6M Zero, allowed it to hold its own in aerial combat. Armament in the earlier model F4F-3s consisted of four .50-caliber wing-mounted machine guns. That number was increased to six in the later F4F-4.

F4U Vought Corsair was originally designed as a fast and powerful carrier-borne fighter, but difficulties with deck landings prompted the Navy to turn the planes over to the Marine Corps for land-based use when they first debuted. Armed with six .50-caliber wing-mounted machine guns, the big, tough, gull-winged fighter became a legend in the move up the Solomon Islands chain after Guadalcanal was secured in 1943. The problems with carrier landings were subsequently resolved, and the Corsair also saw wide service with the Navy, achieving an 11:1 kill ratio. Many Japanese pilots considered the Corsair the most formidable U.S. fighter of the war.

F6F Grumman Hellcat was a carrier-based fighter introduced in 1943 to replace the Wildcat. Powerful and rugged, armed with six .50-caliber wing-mounted machine guns, the Hellcat was more than a match for the once-feared Mitsubishi Zero. It became the dominant U.S. Navy fighter in the latter half of the war. Hellcats were credited with the destruction of 5,223 enemy aircraft between their combat debut in September 1943 and the end of the war.

P-38 Lightning was an Army twin-engine fighter with distinctive twin booms and a central nacelle containing the cockpit and armament. Its great range made it especially valuable in the Pacific theater with the long distances to targets. It was armed with four Browning .50-caliber machine guns and a 20mm cannon in the nose. While vulnerable at lower altitudes, it was faster than a Zero, and its firepower was devastating. This was the plane Ace of Aces Dick Bong flew while scoring his forty victories and in which second-ranking ace Tommy McGuire scored thirty-eight.

P-39 Airacobra was the principal U.S. fighter in service when the war began. In a departure from convention, the engine was located in the center fuselage behind the pilot. The plane’s weaknesses included limited range and the lack of an efficient turbo-supercharger, which limited it to medium and lower altitudes. The P-39 was armed with a 37mm cannon and two .30-caliber machine guns on top of the nose and one .50-caliber machine gun in each wing, later increased to two .50s in the nose and two others in each wing. Though outclassed by Japanese fighters, it performed well in ground-support roles.

P-40 Curtiss Warhawk was the main U.S. Army fighter in the Southwest Pacific and Pacific Ocean theaters during 1941 and 1942; it was also the plane flown by the famed Flying Tigers in China prior to America’s entry into the war. First flown in 1938, the single-seat Warhawk was intended as a pursuit aircraft but, like the P-39, suﬀered from a lack of power at higher altitudes and was at a disadvantage dogfighting with the nimble Zero. It was armed with six .50-caliber machine guns in the wings. Though it remained in service throughout the war, the P-40 was gradually replaced by the superior P-38 Lightning, the P-47 Thunderbolt, and the P-51 Mustang.

P-47 Thunderbolt, nicknamed the “Jug,” was one of the heaviest fighters of the war. Fully loaded, it weighed up to eight tons and was armed with eight .50-caliber machine guns. Pilots learned to use the Jug’s dive speed to their advantage in aerial combat, rocketing down on the enemy and using the momentum to pull back up to altitude before making another attack. The plane lacked the range of the P-38 Lightning but was eﬀective as a short-to medium-range escort.

P-51 Mustang was a single-seat fighter introduced later in the war and commonly used for long-range bomber escort. Fast and maneuverable, it far surpassed most Japanese fighters. Armament consisted of six .50-caliber Browning machine guns. It had a maximum speed of 440 mph at 30,000 feet, a service ceiling of 41,900 feet, and a maximum range of 950 miles.

PBY-5 Catalina was a twin-engine maritime patrol bomber and search-and-rescue seaplane or “flying boat.” Just over 63 feet long, with a wing-span of 104 feet, it carried a ten-man crew (pilot, copilot, bow turret gunner, flight engineer, radio operator, navigator, radar operator, two waist gunners, ventral gunner) and had a range of 2,500 miles and a cruise speed of 125 mph. Armament consisted of three .30-caliber machine guns (two in a nose turret and one in a ventral hatch at the tail) and two .50-caliber machine guns (one each in waist blisters). It could also carry 4,000 pounds of bombs or depth charges.

SB2U Vought Vindicator was a carrier-based dive bomber developed in the 1930s. The first monoplane in this U.S. Navy role, it was already obsolete by the outbreak of World War II. Sometimes referred to derisively as the “wind indicator,” the SB2U was crewed by a pilot and a tail gunner. It could carry a 1,000-pound bomb in the bomb bay and other bombs under the wings up to a maximum load of about 1,500 pounds. Armament included one wing-mounted forward-firing .30-caliber machine gun and a twin .30-caliber tail gun for the rear gunner. The rear part of the fuselage was canvas. Though in the process of being replaced by Dauntless dive bombers in 1942, Vindicators saw action at the Battle of Midway, where they suﬀered heavy losses.

SBD Dauntless was the U.S. Navy’s main carrier-based scout/dive bomber from mid-1940 through mid-1944. Its armament consisted of two .50-caliber forward-firing machine guns in the engine cowling and a .30-caliber flexible-mounted machine gun for the rear gunner. Crewed by a pilot and rear gunner, the Dauntless could carry 2,250 pounds of bombs. An excellent dive bomber (crews translated “SBD” as “Slow but Deadly”), it was the plane that savaged Japanese carriers at Midway. An Army version, which omitted the tailhook for carrier landings, was designated the A-24 Banshee.

TBD Douglas Devastator was a Navy torpedo bomber that entered service in 1937. It carried a three-man crew (pilot, torpedo officer/navigator, and radioman/gunner). Designed to carry a bomb load or single torpedo, it was outdated by the outbreak of war. Slow, poorly armored, and forced to make long, gliding torpedo attacks, it was easy meat for Japanese fighters. During the Battle of Midway, 41 Devastators were launched. Only six made it back to their carriers. The plane was withdrawn from frontline service and replaced by the Avenger.

TBF Grumman Avenger was a Navy torpedo bomber introduced in 1942 that first saw action at Midway. Considered one of the outstanding torpedo bombers of World War II, it had a three-man crew (pilot, radioman, and turret gunner) and was armed with two .50-caliber wing-mounted machine guns, a dorsal-mounted .50-caliber machine gun, and a .30-caliber ventral-mounted machine gun. It could carry up to 2,000 pounds of bombs or one Mark 13 torpedo.
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