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 TIMELINE OF THE PACIFIC WAR AND VMF-215


 1941


 December 7—Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor brings United States into conflict.


 1942


 March 10—James Neefus downs Japanese flying boat off Midway Island.


 August 7—Allies invade the Solomon Islands, attacking Guadalcanal,Tulagi, Tanambogo, and Gavutu Islands.


 September 14—VMSB-242 becomes VMF-215 at Goleta, California.


 1943


 January 1—Jim Neefus brings first Corsair to Marine Corps Air Station Santa Barbara.


 February 15—ComAirSols, Commander Aircraft Solomons, is established on Guadalcanal. This organization would direct Allied air activities in the Northern Solomons and against Rabaul.


 February 21—Russell Islands seized by 43rd Infantry Division.


 March 1—VMF-215 arrives in Hawaii.


 April 13—VMF-215 arrives at Midway.


 April 15—First Allied operations from Russells.


 June 5—First Allied strikes on Kahili Airfield, Bougainville Island.


 June 17—VMF-215 leaves Midway.


 June 21—Allied landings at Segi Point on New Georgia.


 June 25-26—VMF-215 stops at Wallis Island en route to combat zone.


 June 30—Army and Marine units land on Rendova and Vangunu.


 July 1—VMF-215 arrives at Espiritu Santo.


 July 11—Segi Point Airfield operational.


 July 25—VMF-215 begins operations on Guadalcanal.


 August 14—Bob Owens is first to land on Munda Airfield, New Georgia.


 August 15—Invasion of Vella Lavella.


 September 1—ComAirNorSols created to command the final assault on Rabaul.


 September 27—Vella Lavella airstrips become operational.


 October 19—VMF-215 begins second tour at Barakoma on Vella Lavella.


 November 1—Allied landings at Torokina on Bougainville.


 November 5—Carrier strikes on Rabaul.


 December 17—First fighter sweeps on Rabaul.


 1944


 January 6—VMF-215 begins third tour at Barakoma on Vella Lavella.


 January 27—VMF-215 begins operations from Bougainville.


 February 14—Three-tour pilots of VMF-215 leave for the United States.


 February 20—Japanese begin withdrawal of air units from Rabaul.


   
 PRINCIPAL AIRCRAFT TYPES


 Japanese (italicized throughout text):


 Betty—The designation for the Mitsubishi G4M twin-engine Navy medium bomber.


 Emily—The designation for the Kawanishi H8K four-engine Navy sea-plane.


 Hamp (Hap)—The Mitsubishi A6M3, a variant of the famous Zero, was a Navy single-engine fighter, identified by its squared-off wing tips. VMF-215 shot down four.


 Kate—The Nakajima B5N, single-engine Navy torpedo bomber. One of these was claimed by VMF-215.


 Mavis—The Kawanishi H6K four-engine Navy flying boat. Jim Neefus shot down one of these before joining VMF-215.


 Oscar—The Nakajima Ki. 43 was a single-engine Army fighter. VMF-215 claimed one of these.


 Rufe—The Mitsubishi A6M2-N was a floatplane version of the famed Zero. Two of these were claimed by VMF-215.


 Tojo—The Nakajima Ki. 44, single-engine Army fighter. VMF-215 pilots claimed four of these including one misidentified as a Focke Wulf 190.


 Tony—The Nakajima Ki. 61, single-engine Army fighter. This aircraft was powered by a liquid-cooled engine and often referred to as a copy of the German Messerschmitt Bf-109. Seven of these were claimed by pilots of VMF-215.


 Val—Aichi D3A Navy divebomber. One was claimed by VMF-215.


 Zeke—The famous Zero series of naval single-engine fighters, A6M2 through A6M5. The Marines of VMF-215 were credited with 114½ victories over this type, including four Hamps and two Rufes.


 The pilots of VMF-215 were credited with 135½ confirmed and 36 probable victories.


 Allied:


 Airacobra—Bell P-39 single-engine Army fighter with unusual liquid-cooled engine mounted behind the pilot and tricycle landing gear.


 Avenger—Grumman/General Motors TBF/TBM, Navy/Marine single-engine torpedo bomber.


 Buffalo—Brewster F2A Navy/Marine single-engine fighter.


 Catalina—Consolidated PBY Navy twin-engine patrol plane, known as “Dumbo” on rescue duties.


 Corsair—The star of our story, the F4U was built by Vought, Goodyear and Brewster. It was a single-engine fighter used both by the Navy and Marine Corps.


 Dauntless—Douglas SBD single-engine Navy/Marine divebomber.


 Duck—Grumman J2F single-engine floatplane used for rescue.


 Hellcat—Grumman F6F single-engine Navy/Marine fighter.


 Liberator—Consolidated B-24 Army four-engine bomber.


 Lightning—Lockheed P-38, twin-engine Army fighter.


 Mitchell—North American B-25 twin-engine Army bomber.


 SNJ—North American single-engine trainer used by Navy and Marine Corps, known as the AT-6 Texan when used by US Army or foreign air forces.


 Tomahawk/Warhawk/Kittyhawk—Curtiss P-40 series of fighter used by US Army and New Zealand.


 Ventura—Lockheed PV-1 Navy twin-engine patrol bomber.


 Wildcat—Grumman F4F single-engine fighter used by the Navy and Marine Corps.
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  INTRODUCTION



   A fighter pilot must possess an inner urge to do combat. The will at all times to be offensive will develop into his own tactics.


 —COL. HUBERT “HUB” ZEMKE

 

 
BOUGAINVILLE


MONDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 1943, HUNDREDS OF ALLIED SHIPS LAY IN THE waters off Cape Torokina on the Japanese-held island of Bougainville, the largest of the Solomon Islands. Landing craft pushed through the surf to unload their cargoes before returning to their mother ships for more supplies or Marines. Landing Ship Tanks moved up on the beach to disgorge vehicles directly onto the soft dark sands. Troops and supplies pushed inland. High above the transports and their seaborne protectors was an aerial umbrella of fighter planes from the US Navy, Army, and Marines as well as New Zealand, relays of protective fighters coming and going as their fuel ran low.


 In the early afternoon a division of four inverted gull-winged Marine F4U Corsairs from Marine Fighting Squadron Two Fifteen (VMF-215) took station at twelve thousand feet as medium cover over the beachhead. Circling to the northwest, they looked to the north in the direction of the sprawling Japanese base of Rabaul, where any Japanese counterattack on the ships below would originate.


 Sharp-eyed Lt. Robert Hanson’s body suddenly grew tense as his eyes caught the glint of sunlight on metal from the direction of Kieta Airdrome on the eastern coast of Bougainville. Peering intently, Hanson made out many shapes of what appeared to be Japanese Mitsubishi Zero fighters, codenamed Zeke. Six of the green/brown fighters were diving from about ten thousand feet in preparation for a strafing run on the crowded beaches below. His pulse quickened and he instinctively charged his guns in preparation for the attack. Glancing over at his division leader, Capt. Arthur “Thrifty” Warner, Hanson eagerly motioned toward the Japanese. Warner calmly indicated he had already seen the threat.


 “Down we go,” mouthed Warner, and his weathered blue Corsair fell off on one wing, curving down on the unsuspecting Japanese. The other Marines followed, swinging around and behind the six Japanese. Warner, Hanson, Lloyd Cox, and Samuel Sampler each picked out a target. The Marines knew the Japanese attack had to be thwarted or the vulnerable Marines on the beach would be slaughtered. When the first Japanese pilots realized the danger and reacted, the Corsairs were already in firing range.


 Warner’s target pulled up abruptly and climbed to the left as the Corsair’s guns opened fire, the .50-caliber rounds from the Corsair passing closely underneath the departing enemy plane. Diving away, the dark green Zeke headed for the wave tops along the beach in an attempt to escape, but the faster Corsair easily closed the distance. Warner’s bullets found their target, and the Zeke was last seen crashing into the deep, dark jungle of Bougainville, its path traced by a faint trail of sooty smoke.


 Lloyd Cox sighted in on a Zeke and eased pressure on the trigger, but before the bullets struck home, the nimble little Japanese plane flipped over on its back, and reversed direction under the startled Marine. Banking hard left, the lean, tall Marine spotted another, square-wing Zeke and closed behind it. Pressing the trigger, Cox noticed to his frustration that only three or four of his six guns were working. A few seconds later, wisps of smoke indicated only one firing, but the single gun proved enough as the enemy plane belched oily black smoke, lost way, and glided toward the sea. Following from five thousand feet, Cox saw it crash just outside Torokina Bay. Cox zoomed for altitude and joined Warner who had witnessed the crash. From their lofty ringside seat, the pair saw another F4U in pursuit of a smoking Zeke; they assumed the lone Corsair was Sampler’s.


 When the action started, Sampler was separated from his section leader, Hanson, in pursuit of two Zekes. Firing at one target, then the other, Sampler couldn’t get a good shot at either, finally concentrating on one diving away. Despite several maddening minutes of close pursuit, he was unable to get a clear shot at the wildly maneuvering Japanese. Sampler broke it off and climbed to join a passing Corsair. Moving into position on its wing, Sampler happily found himself back with Warner. Cox had been separated by clouds and continued on to their base at Vella Lavella alone.


 The adventure wasn’t over for Sampler; his engine was running rough and losing power. Informing Warner of the problem, the division leader responded by flying around Sampler’s Corsair in an attempt to note any visible damage. As Warner checked the damage, clouds crowded around them, and the two aircraft became separated. Fortunately, both returned safely to Barakoma, the airfield on Vella Lavella, a few minutes after Lloyd Cox. The fourth member of the division, Robert Hanson, was overdue, and no one could recall seeing him after the action began. Maj. Robert Owens, the squadron executive officer, reluctantly declared Hanson “missing in action.”


 In the initial encounter with the other members of Warner’s division, Hanson lined up one of the six Zekes and let fly with his battery of six .50-caliber machine guns. Too late the Japanese pilot tried evasive maneuvers as smoke, then flames, poured from the little fighter. Hanson was forced to pull up to avoid colliding with the doomed aircraft, passing just above the falling plane. But the modern-day Samurai refused to go quietly, lifting the nose of the Zeke and firing a defiant, wildly erratic shot that missed Hanson completely. The Zeke fell off to the left and burned all the way to the sea.


 In a sky dotted with airplanes and punctuated with tracers and bursts of antiaircraft fire, Hanson went after another Japanese fighter and attacked from above and to the right. Lining up the enemy fighter in his reflector gun sight, Hanson fired a long burst, slightly damaging the Zeke. Continued firing was rewarded when the dark brown enemy plane exploded in a bright flash. Momentarily blinded, Hanson shook his head and began looking for his division.


 Instead of his comrades, Hanson glimpsed ominous shapes flying in above and behind him. Turning into the oncoming aircraft, the big Marine identified the large wings of Kate torpedo planes. The Zekes engaging the Marines previously had been an advance guard to sweep away the Allied air patrols and pave the way for the Kates and Val divebombers to slip in to attack the fleet. There appeared to be no other Allied planes between the task force and the approaching Japanese bombers. Hanson decided to make a hasty attack and break up the enemy formation.


 In full view of the assembled ships below, Hanson tore into the six bombers. He fired from below and to the side at one of the bombers without apparent effect, but the Kate broke off its attack and peeled away back toward Rabaul. Striking quickly from the other side of the formation, Hanson made a high-side run on a second bomber, getting hits and disrupting the remaining Japanese. Torpedoes tumbled away as the Kates jettisoned their loads and scattered in all directions, their rear gunners spraying bullets in Hanson’s direction in a desperate attempt at self-preservation.


 Flying through the midst of the Kates, Hanson pounced on another target, which had attracted his attention due to the threads of smoke trailing it as it scooted north toward safety. Hanson’s guns took a toll, although they fired erratically with two or four stopping at various times. The Kate slowly glided into the ocean, smoothly knifing through the waves in its death throes.


 Looking for more targets, Hanson ended his pursuit when he noticed his Corsair’s Pratt and Whitney engine was running rough. He hadn’t noticed any hits from the enemy’s rear gunners, but whatever the reason, the Corsair was definitely in trouble. The action against the enemy had taken him far from the invasion beach, and he turned the aircraft toward the south, heading for home. Power continued to drop, and the Corsair became harder and harder to control. Tipping the nose down to keep airspeed up and maintain control, Hanson decided to get as close to the fleet as possible and make a water landing.


 Spotting a group of six destroyers and eight transports, Hanson pointed the crippled Corsair in their direction. The wounded fighter couldn’t make it any farther, and Hanson set the plane down about five miles from the destroyers. Unhooking his harness and throwing out his rubber boat, Hanson was out of the Corsair in less than thirty seconds. He quickly inflated his life jacket, but it deflated just as fast—evidently it had a tear in it. A strong swimmer, he easily pulled himself aboard the life raft and began paddling to where he had last seen the destroyers.


 At the moment Hanson set down, the invasion fleet was retiring for the evening. Some ships were moving out to sea for more room to maneuver, and the transports were heading south to pick up the next echelon of troops. Hanson was well aware of the schedule and paddled furiously to close the distance. He threw out his dye marker as a flight of TBF Avenger bombers passed overhead. Several of the planes flew back and forth near his position, but even though they passed in his proximity, they did nothing to acknowledge they had seen him. Resigning himself to his situation, he put his years of athletic training to use and slowly settled into a constant rowing pace to try to reach the beachhead.


 Cruising around the invasion force was the destroyer USS Sigourney (DD643), a ship on its first cruise. The ship had only arrived in the Solomons on October 24 and endured the enemy attacks on this first day of the Bougainville invasion, shooting down two enemy planes during that hectic day. The crew had watched as the four Corsairs had broken up the Japanese afternoon attack, but now it was time for the ship to head south and the crew relaxed, hoping that the day’s attacks were finished. At about 1805, alert lookouts spotted something in the water floating toward the turning ship. Announcing the object as a life raft, the lookouts directed the ship until the bridge spotted the raft. Sailors raced to the railings in preparation for the rescue of what was presumed to be a downed airman. Over the sound of waves lapping against the sides of the destroyer they heard a strong baritone voice booming out the popular Cole Porter tune, “You’d Be So Nice To Come Home To.” After more than four and a half hours in the water, Bob Hanson was home. The Sigourney turned and headed south for the night.


 A few days later, back in Massachusetts, Hanson’s parents, the Reverend Harry A. and Alice Dorchester Hanson, would receive the dreaded telegram indicating their son was missing in action. Knowing his parents would be worried upon receiving such a notification, Hanson quickly put pen to paper as soon as he was aboard ship.


 During his brief stay with the fighting Navy, Hanson was very impressed. Although he only stayed a couple of days aboard the tin can, his recollections were glowing. The food especially struck a pleasant note with an absence of any form of Spam and such niceties as ice cream, steak, and fresh eggs. He wrote home cheerfully describing his life aboard the destroyer and some of his recent adventures: “Healthy, happy, not hurt, and three more Japs under my belt. That makes five and a probable. The destroyer that picked me up was a brand new one. And, boy, what swell chow!”


 The destroyer anchored off Tulagi Island, just north of Guadalcanal. Hitching a ride on a landing craft, Hanson was ferried across Ironbottom Sound to Guadalcanal. Stopping at the Supply shack to replace the gear he lost, Hanson moved on to the air group headquarters to make arrangements for getting back to Vella Lavella Island where VMF-215 was conducting operations. Instead of waiting for a later scheduled cargo aircraft, Hanson decided to ferry a new F4U up to Barakoma.


 Arriving at Barakoma, he was confronted by the squadron executive officer, Maj. Robert G. Owens Jr. Hanson was not the only pilot who had been forced down in recent days, and Owens was not happy with the loss of an airplane, especially with the way Hanson had gone off on his own to confront the attacking Japanese. Despite the positive outcome of breaking up the attack of the Kate torpedo bombers, Hanson had lost his Corsair and nearly been killed. Planes and pilots were valuable.


 “Welcome back,” said the perturbed major in his smooth Carolina accent, “I expect now you’ll be a little more careful!” Owens was not pleased or impressed with Hanson’s solo tactics.


 “Yes, sir!” replied the grinning lieutenant, “I will be more careful.” Somehow the way he said it and the disarming smile that accompanied the statement did little to reassure the squadron exec. Owens knew Hanson and realized the dunking and reprimand would have little effect on the young flyer’s independent style of combat.


 If the world is indeed a stage, as William Shakespeare wrote, a gigantic production was being acted out all over the globe in 1943. Part of the huge cast and crew were the men of VMF-215. The action above Torokina Bay by four Marine fighter pilots was just a small part of the role played by the men of Two Fifteen in the drama of the Second World War. Later, a superior officer would write: “The destruction and damage inflicted on the enemy by Marine Fighting Squadron TWO FIFTEEN contributed substantially to the New Georgia, Bougainville, and Rabaul Campaign.” Their story had begun at a small town on the coast of California the previous summer.


 

  
  CHAPTER ONE


 Training


 
    The best form of welfare for the troops is first class training.

    
 —ERWIN ROMMEL




 SANTA BARBARA LIES ON THE PACIFIC COAST NORTHEAST OF LOS ANGEles. In 1940, the city was a small town of about thirty-four thousand residents. As war engulfed much of the globe and the United States geared up for the conflict ahead, the Santa Barbara City Council contemplated the improvement of their airport. For years small planes had been landing and taking off from a small airfield with a couple of runways in the suburb of Goleta, originally built in a swampy area. The city fathers of Santa Barbara thought the threat of war might be used to their advantage. Soliciting federal funds and the business of United Airlines, the runways were lengthened, taxiways built, and two hangars with a small control tower were constructed. The Army built a few revetments for aircraft as well as ammunition storage bunkers.


 As part of the nationwide buildup in anticipation of war, Army personnel arrived and did basic construction to expand the airport in January of 1942. A Japanese submarine attack on nearby Richfield oil fields in the suburb of Ellwood on February 23, 1942, added impetus to military construction at Santa Barbara. Panic gripped many civilians, and there were more calls for military improvements. Nevertheless, conditions at the base were often marginal at best and primitive at worse. The stench from a nearby slaughterhouse pervaded everything. Local water was undrinkable, so fresh water was provided in trucks from town and chlorinated. The two old hangars on the field became barracks, and the large numbers of arriving troops spilled over into tents. Built in a tidal swamp, the field was frequently flooded and mosquitoes were ever present. Pilots sometimes joked about landing on “Lake Santa Barbara” and referred to their surroundings as “The Swamp.”


 The Army moved out, and Marines took over with the arrival of Marine Air Group 24 (MAG 24) on June 15, 1942, commanded by Lt. Col. Franklin G. Cowie. The air group was composed of three dive-bomber squadrons, VMSB-242, VMSB-243, and VMSB-244, to be equipped with Douglas SBD single-engine bombers. The executive officer of VMSB-244 was Capt. Robert Gordon Owens Jr.


 OWENS


 For Bob Owens, originally from Greenville, North Carolina, it started while on a trip to Pensacola, Florida, with a friend after graduating from Furman in 1938. As the two watched the airplanes flying at the nearby naval air station, the friend mentioned how fun it all looked. Owens thoughtfully agreed, and he applied for naval flight training as soon as he returned home. Before he could be accepted, he was given a rigorous battery of physical and mental examinations along with 180 other applicants. The tests had to be difficult as there were only two openings to flight training. Fortunately, Owens did well and was granted one of the positions with an assignment to the Marine Corps. Possessed of a sharp wit and dry sense of humor, Owens became a naval aviator in 1940.


 After his initial assignment in California, Owens received orders to Hawaii. Once in Hawaii, he sent for his fiancée, Marjorie Frances (Fran) Hart. A young girl with little experience outside of North Carolina, Fran joined another girl engaged to Dred Parks, a member of Owens’s squadron, in driving across the United States, catching a ship to Hawaii, and joining their Marines in Honolulu. The couple acted quickly; the ship docked at 9:30 in the morning on October 30, 1941, and they were married at 1:30 on that same afternoon.


 Fran and the other wives enjoyed their new lives living on the beach and spending afternoons watching as the pilots “flat hatted” (showing off with various aerobatic maneuvers) above them. Nightlife was entertaining in the tropical paradise of prewar Hawaii, and the wives of the pilots enjoyed their social life while the Marines enjoyed their days full of flying. Dred Parks and Bob Owens became close friends as they waited for their new squadron, VMSB-232, to form. Officially joining the squadron on December 1, 1941, it was less than a week later that their idyllic life was interrupted by the Japanese sneak attack on Pearl Harbor.


 Assigned to Ewa Air Station on Oahu, Owens was recalled from his quarters on the morning of December 7, 1941, and arrived at the airfield in time to view the devastation caused by the surprise attack. Of the forty-eight aircraft at the field, forty-seven were destroyed, and ground installations were damaged around the airstrip. The weeks after the attack were spent rebuilding and preparing for the upcoming conflict. Owens’s duties were not limited to his own squadron; he also served as operations and maintenance officer for the field and other squadrons transitioning through the base. When Owens received his orders to report to Marine Air Group 24 in California during the early summer of 1942, Navy torpedo squadron VT-4 presented him with a plaque in recognition for his efforts in assisting that squadron in attaining operational status before its deployment.


 With his new orders, Owens took fifty-four men by ship to San Francisco and on to Goleta to begin the expansion of the ground facilities and prepare for the arrival of the air group. Most of the troops were inexperienced. Hawaii was their first duty station before being sent back to the continental United States. An exacting and technically gifted pilot, in Hawaii Owens tried to fit in flying whenever an aircraft was available, and by the time he arrived at Santa Barbara he had accumulated over one thousand hours of flying time. Unfortunately there was little time for flying after his arrival at Goleta, as there were no planes, and the Marines spent their days in construction work. Change came at a frantic pace, and any complaints were met with a shrug of the shoulders and the flat statement: “There’s a war on, you know!”


 Conditions improved as more personnel arrived and new construction on hangars and living quarters started. A blessing occurred when a suspicious fire gutted the hog farm, resulting in the farm, as well as the slaughterhouse, being removed. A spur line from the main railroad directly to the base made improvements much easier, and in August a new United Airlines terminal was opened, improving civilian air travel. An Olympic-size pool, chapel, living quarters, office spaces, theater, and other buildings were slowly added to make the base livable. New hangars sprouted up around the runways. In addition to organizing his men into a divebombing squadron, Owens found himself engaged in a variety of additional duties, including handling a great deal of money in the opening of a new post exchange. Newly arriving Marines were quickly organized into squadrons and also incorporated into working parties building the infrastructure around the air station.


 Although there was little time for off-base liberty, the Santa Barbara community embraced the Marines, often opening private homes to the young men far from their own families. The beach was always popular, but recreation also included roller skating, horseback riding, and other activities that allowed the locals to interact with the new arrivals. At times the interaction became more intimate, and during one month a chaplain performed fifteen weddings.


 Training for both pilots and ground crews began in earnest with the arrival of the first planes, and the intensity increased in proportion to the number of planes available. Danger also increased with the arrival of more planes and pilots, as more flying meant more accidents. Over the course of the war, there were at least 101 aircraft accidents at Marine Corps Air Station, Santa Barbara, the new name for the airport. Civilian aircraft continued to use the airfield, and civilian personnel manned the control tower.


 The first aircraft were a mixed lot: a J2F floatplane, SNJ trainers, and a Curtiss SBC-4 Helldiver biplane bomber. More SBCs and SNJs arrived during the summer, but it wasn’t until fall that the first fighters, Grumman F4Fs, arrived. During this time the cast of characters changed as fast as the equipment, and Owens found himself serving in all the various command and administrative positions, from squadron commander on down. It was a hectic, almost frantic time, and Owens seemed to thrive under the pressure, but he was also relieved when the new squadron commander arrived at Goleta.


 NEEFUS


 New pilots and crews came in slowly, but less than a month after Owens arrived with the nucleus of the new squadron, their new commanding officer appeared. James L. Neefus was a quick-talking but thoughtful major who had dreamed of flying since he was six years old. By 1935, the stocky, soft-spoken New Yorker was old enough to realize his dream when he applied for the Naval Aviation program. Peacetime budgets did not always allow for a boy’s dream; and, even though he was accepted for flight training, he was forced to wait almost six months before reporting for duty due to fiscal constraints. After a short time of idle frustration, federal money became available, and Neefus was ordered to Pensacola, Florida, for initial flight training. Turning his back on a possible Army commission, which was offered at the same time he was chosen for the naval program, Neefus became part of class 83-C as an aviation cadet. The academics for such a course were intense; prewar ground school covered varied skills like basic navigation, basic flying instruction, and aircraft power plants. Due to the strenuous curriculum, the dropout rate was high. Neefus proved to be more than competent as both a student and flyer, ending up as the class captain. His next assignment was the Officer’s Basic School in Philadelphia to learn the fundamentals of being a Marine officer.


 After Basic School, Neefus embarked on an exciting career that involved a great deal of travel and lots of flying. After carrier qualification and more stateside flying in Great Lakes BG-1s and Curtiss SBCs, both biplane bombers, he was assigned sea duty and spent time on various aircraft carriers, including aboard the USS Wasp on neutrality patrol in the Atlantic Ocean.


 When war finally engulfed the United States with the attack on Pearl Harbor, Jim Neefus was a captain with VMF-221 aboard the USS Saratoga en route to reinforce the garrison of Wake Island, two thousand miles west of Hawaii. Japanese forces attacked Wake within a few hours of the Pearl Harbor attack, and the Saratoga task force was ordered to return to Hawaii.


 When the task force turned back, VMF-221 was sent to the lonely outpost at Midway Atoll. Serving as the defensive screen for the atoll, 221’s F2A Brewster Buffalo fighters were required to fly combat air patrols above the airstrips as well as help patrol bombers in looking for approaching enemy ships. Situated eleven hundred miles from Pearl Harbor, Midway was an important early warning post as well as an obstacle to any Japanese attempt to capture Hawaii. Indeed, Japanese ships had shelled the atoll at the time of the Pearl Harbor attack and were planning to destroy the American forces there and on nearby French Frigate Shoals to establish bases threatening Hawaii.


 During the next few months, Japanese long-range flying boats occasionally flew reconnaissance missions over Midway’s two islands, Sand and Eastern, keeping track of American progress in fortifying the atoll. On March 10, 1942, Neefus and his division of four Buffalos were part of a twelve-plane patrol that flew out to intercept one of these planes. Cruising about forty-five miles southwest of Midway, one of Neefus’s Marines spotted a giant four-engine Japanese H6K flying boat, codenamed Mavis. Diving to the attack, Neefus made the first run himself, firing a long burst and then pulling away as one engine on the big Kawanishi spouted smoke. Lieutenants McCarthy and Somers made passes at the enemy, but their bullets seemed to have no effect. Pressing his attack too closely, the last member of the division, Marine Gunner Robert Dickey, found his plane the recipient of the tail gunner’s fire and was wounded in the shoulder. The Japanese made it into a cloud and disappeared, but Neefus flew on, following the Mavis’s course in the hope the enemy would emerge long enough for another shot. His patience was soon rewarded as the big flying boat emerged from its fleecy hiding place just below him. Diving into his second attack, gunfire from the Buffalo’s four guns set the patrol plane aflame; it broke up in midair before hitting the sea. Returning to Midway, Dickey counted seven holes in his aircraft before he was carted off to the sick bay. The other three pilots received congratulations and a bottle of bourbon from the MAG 22 commander Lt. Col. William Wallace. Jim Neefus was awarded the Navy Cross for finishing off the enemy.


 The Mavis had been part of a Japanese attempt to investigate French Frigate Shoals as an advanced base for refueling submarines and other flying boats doing reconnaissance of Midway and Hawaii. Receiving orders to go stateside and command a fighter squadron, Jim Neefus would not be at Midway during the epic naval engagement that would be fought over a three-day period in the first week of June. Maj. Floyd Parks would lead VMF-221 in that battle. Perhaps Providence was looking out for Neefus as the men of Two Twenty One in their obsolete Buffalos and a few F4F Wildcats were slaughtered in the Battle of Midway by packs of the more swift and nimble Japanese Zeros. Only two of the squadron’s planes survived the battle. Floyd Parks was one of the fifteen pilots killed.


 [image: Jim Neefus, VMF-215’s first commanding officer, pictured at Goleta, later Santa Barbara, Marine Corps Air Station. USMC Photo]
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 It was a mildly warm July day that greeted Jim Neefus when he arrived at Goleta to take command of the gradually growing group of pilots and ground crew that was to form the squadron. Bob Owens and the advance party had done their best to turn their field into a full-fledged air station, but planes were still scarce and most flying was done in SNJ trainers. There were still many problems, among them a most interesting identity crisis formulated by some officer or officers at Headquarters Marine Corps in Washington, DC.


 At first, the unit was to be part of a divebombing group, MAG 24, flying SBD divebombers, although there were no aircraft of that type at Goleta. When Bob Owens arrived the unit was designated Marine Scout Bombing Squadron 244 under the command of Capt. R. W. Clark. Clark moved on to the Air Group Staff, and Owens commanded the fledgling outfit until Neefus arrived in late July. Scuttlebutt, as the Marines called rumors, spread that they were not to be a divebomber squadron at all but a fighter squadron. The pilots were eager to fly fighters, and they cheerfully flew whatever aircraft available to prepare for their new assignment. Unfortunately, after months of logging in as many hours as possible, hopes were dashed on September 14, 1942, when the squadron was given a new label, another divebomber designation, VMSB-242. The disappointment was fortunately short lived as the very next day they were informed they would be a fighter squadron, VMF-215. Another divebomber squadron at Goleta was designated VMF-222. Two Twenty Two would become the sister squadron to Two Fifteen and would follow it into combat.


 THE SQUADRON


Doctor Ernest Neber was one of the first forty-two permanent members of the squadron that arrived with Bob Owens. From Carbondale, Illinois, Neber would prove to be the squadron’s most important human asset while officially fulfilling the role of flight surgeon. With the looks and wit of the performer and comedian Danny Kaye, Neber was the perfect choice to join the boisterous pilots several years his junior. A capable family practitioner, he would have a chance to ply his medical trade among the healthy young Marines in ways he never imagined in his small hometown. In addition, they would provide him with the chance to practice other, non-medical skills, such as that of priest, analyst, confidant, brother, or father. He would grow to be a close friend to all of these boys growing rapidly into a forced manhood, and they would love him for all he did. They kidded him constantly, often accusing him of being an obstetrician before the war and totally unsuited for dealing with combat wounds, flying accidents, jungle diseases, and the male anatomy in general.


 More Marines arrived in spurts and streams, some with a wealth of experience and others fresh out of flight school. Not only were there great differences in abilities and experience, but they proved to be a group of distinctly different personalities as well. One of the first was Richard Braun, an extremely capable pilot with a subtle wit, sophisticated charm, and friendly smile. He also had a wealth of flying experience.


 From Training Command came one of the most gifted men ever to sit in a cockpit, Capt. Reynold G. Tomes. A stout, aggressive man, Tomes had already accumulated a substantial amount of time in the air, teaching youngsters the intricacies of flight. Men assigned to his division remarked that an airplane seemed to come alive when he took off, and his long hours relegated to a training unit left him spoiling for a fight. Tomes honed his gunnery skills instructing novices at Naval Air Station Miami. He was assigned as Two Fifteen’s ordnance officer. Bob Owens, an avid card player, soon discovered that Tomes played a mean hand of bridge.


 Another well-trained and experienced officer was Capt. J. B. Moore, assigned as the engineering officer. In contrast to Moore’s quiet demeanor, the operations officer was a delightful, freewheeling soul, Capt. Arthur T. Warner. A former tire salesman, Warner could tell stories and make witty comments that could crack a smile on the most hardened of straight faces. He and Doc Neber would provide a seemingly endless stream of practical jokes. An excellent pilot, his days in sales earned him the sobriquet of “Thrifty.”


 From the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) came amiable but fiercely competitive Don Aldrich. Originally from the Midwest, near Chicago, Aldrich’s father had been a pilot and a mechanical engineer. The elder Aldrich owned an airplane, a sturdy Waco biplane, and by the time the boy was twelve years old he had logged nearly one hundred hours. Unfortunately, Don’s father passed away while the young man was in high school, and the family was forced to sell the faithful old Waco.


 Don grew up to be a tall, wiry young man and decided to follow a course similar to that of his father, enrolling in the Armour Institute of Technology in Chicago to study engineering. However, after only two years of study, the grip of flying pulled him away from school. He quit the institute and took a job at a sausage casing factory, earning enough money to continue flying a Piper Cub at Ashburn Field in his spare time. Somehow he found time to fit in romance, and he married his sweetheart, Marjorie Blievernicht. The newfound family responsibility prompted him to try for a career in the Army Air Corps, which would enable him to fly full-time and provide for his family with a regular paycheck. But the Army Air Corps in 1940 was very selective and refused to accept married men. Undaunted, Aldrich went north and enlisted in the RCAF, an air force at war with no restrictions concerning matrimony. A disarming smile on the ground, serious in the air, Aldrich won his Canadian wings


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 [image: On January 1, 1943, Jim Neefus brought the first Corsair to Goleta. The new tower is in the background, and an F4F Wildcat is in the foreground. Author’s Collection]
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 [image: An early model Corsair pictured stateside in March 1943. Notice the “birdcage” canopy that restricted the pilot’s view. National Archives]
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