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INTRODUCTION

Some years ago I experienced for the first time a surge of ‘Mustang fever’ when the orchestrated snarl of a Merlin engine shook our building just off Wittman Field in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. There was no mistaking the identity of the Air Adventure Museum’s P-51D, and I knew then why so many people felt a reverence for the aeroplane. Sometime soon after World War 2, I had watched returning P-47s in formation and felt a similar thrill at the power and beauty of their flight. Indeed, it seems impossible to watch either of these fighter types take to the skies without being stirred.

The combat record for each of these aircraft is beyond criticism in the European Theatre of Operations (ETO). Almost 5000 enemy aircraft fell to Mustang pilots, while their compatriots in the Thunderbolt were credited with over 3000 kills. Hundreds of pilots became aces flying these two types, with many more achieving notable successes against aircraft on the ground. Troops, trucks, tanks and any other worthwhile targets also suffered heavily at the hands of P-47 and P-51 pilots during the final stages of the war, units sweeping unmolested across occupied territory at tree-top level.

However, combat in the Pacific required the two fighter types to prove themselves again, with sometimes mixed results. Just as the P-38 had been dominant in the Pacific and Mediterranean theatres prior to it being required to acquit itself in the damp, thin air of northern Europe, so the Mustang and Thunderbolt had to adjust to the conditions of battle in the Pacific.

The P-47 was especially despised in the early days of the campaign because of its short range and mediocre low altitude performance. Indeed, the Thunderbolt’s potential was not fully realised until Col Neel Kearby arrived in the Southwest Pacific with his 348th Fighter Group (FG) in mid-1943. Despite being new to combat himself, Kearby was nonetheless a seasoned Thunderbolt pilot, and he used his experience of the big fighter to develop the high-level sweep and slashing diving attack, which made maximum use of the aircraft’s major advantage over its Japanese rivals – its high diving speed. This tactic would be employed with great effect by all P-47 groups across the Pacific until war’s end.

Convinced of the fighter’s ability, Kearby set about ensuring that at least half the squadrons within V Fighter Command (FC) operated Thunderbolts for at least part of 1944, and by the end of the war in excess of 20 pilots within the command had scored five or more aerial kills with the P-47.

Fortune was little kinder to the Mustang during its opening months in combat, since the first model to see action was the Allison-powered P-51A. Despite being much faster than the Ki-43 Hayabusa (‘Oscar’), which at that time was it main rival, a number of Mustangs were lost early on when inexperienced American pilots failed to heed the warnings of their predecessors about attempting to turn with the more agile Japanese fighters. However, once this tactical error was realised, the P-51A soon proved itself in combat, with pilots like Jim England (eight kills in A-models) and Bob Mulhollem (five kills) having made ‘ace’ over Burma by the spring of 1944.

Things improved dramatically for the Mustang when the first P-51Bs arrived in China in mid-1944, and by 1945 the D-model had been introduced, swiftly becoming the dominant fighter type in the China-Burma-India (CBI) theatre. The P-51D also enjoyed great success in the Central Pacific during long bomber escort missions to the Japanese home islands, although it failed to dislodge the P-38 from its position of dominance within the Fifth Air Force.

Perhaps the greatest success enjoyed by the P-47 and P-51 in operations against the Japanese came with units assigned to the Seventh Air Force (also in the Central Pacific). No fewer than ten pilots from that air force scored five or more victories, and the Seventh was the only AAF unit to regularly escort heavy bombers sent to attack the Japanese mainland.

This volume deals with the aces who flew Thunderbolts or Mustangs (and, on the rare occasion, both types) in the Pacific and CBI. Fittingly, the ranking pilot was Medal of Honor recipient Col Neel Kearby, who claimed 22 aerial victories whilst proving the worth of the big Republic fighter in-theatre. Other high-scoring P-47 pilots included Maj William ‘Dinghy’ Dunham with 15 (plus one with the P-51K) and Col Bob Rowland with nine. Turning to the Mustang, the highest scorers were Maj John ‘Pappy’ Herbst and Lt Col Ed McComas of the CBI’s 23rd FG, who both scored 14 victories apiece, whilst Maj Robert Moore of the 15th FG (in the Central Pacific) claimed 11 victories in the P-51.

Hardly household names, these men have often had their exploits overshadowed by Mustang and Thunderbolt pilots in the ETO, not to mention the many aces who flew the Lightning in the Pacific and CBI. With this fact in mind, I therefore hope that this volume goes some way to at last bring the achievements of these pilots to the fore.

John Stanaway

Sioux City, Iowa

February 1999


P-47 COMES TO THE PACIFIC

As briefly mentioned in the introduction to this book, Republic’s P-47 Thunderbolt never won easy acceptance into combat in the Southwest Pacific theatre due to the spirited opposition provided by the primary Japanese Army and Navy fighters of the day, namely the Nakajima Ki-43 ‘Oscar’ and the Mitsubishi A6M Zero. Most critics thought that the American fighter was simply too big and ungainly to enter into battle with even the heavier Luftwaffe fighters in the ETO, let alone their nimble Axis counterparts over the steaming jungles of New Guinea and New Britain. Furthermore, many of the group and squadron commanders within the Fifth Air Force (whose units were slated to receive the first P-47s to arrive in-theatre) saw the Thunderbolt’s limited range and lack of low altitude manoeuvrability as deciding factors in rejecting the type out of hand.

However, the commander of the Fifth Air Force, Gen George Churchill Kenney, wanted every combat aircraft that he could get his hands on sent to the Pacific, and these included the P-47. He was convinced that the big fighter could be used to deadly effect in wresting aerial supremacy from the Japanese. Kenney was called ‘The Operator’ by his combat crews, this nickname referring to his willingness to improvise and supply his combat units with whatever aircraft he could obtain in an effort to go on the offensive against the Japanese.

Despite his willingness to utilise almost any combat type in the inventory, Kenney was also fully aware of the P-47’s primary problem when it came to combat in the Pacific – its limited range. To the strategists within V FC, the Thunderbolt’s modest combat radius seemed to have effectively ruled the aircraft out of the long-range penetration role. But the boss of the Fifth Air Force was not to be denied, for he desperately wanted to see his fighter groups striking deep into the heart of Japanese-held territory. The P-47 would have to succeed.
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Col Neel Kearby is seen leading a flight of 348th FG P-47Ds soon after the group had arrived in New Guinea. This photograph was taken sometime in July 1943
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This close-up shot was also taken on the same photo sortie as the previous image. The P-47D-2 furthest from the camera is 42-8095

Fortunately for Gen Kenney, the first Thunderbolts to reach Port Moresby in May-June 1943 were from the 348th FG, commanded by Lt Col Neel Kearby. Kenney took to the wiry young Texan on sight, and later said that, ‘He looked like money in the bank to me’. He also noted that the first thing Kearby had asked him when he reported for duty was ‘where could he find the Japanese?’

A skilled, if combat-inexperienced, pilot, Kearby had been flying with the Army since 1937. Prior to joining the newly-formed 348th FG as its first commanding officer in October 1942, he had accumulated hundreds of hours on P-39s undertaking mundane patrols with the 14th Pursuit Squadron/53rd Pursuit Group in the Panama Protection Zone.

As one of the first pilots within the 347th FG checked out on the 13,000-lb P-47, then-Maj Kearby was so impressed with the aircraft that he was convinced that it would prevail over any Axis fighter of the day.

Republic had taken heed of combat reports emanating from Europe in 1939-40, which categorically stated that air combat was taking placing at higher altitudes than had previously been envisaged. To survive in the ETO, the P-47 would have to achieve its optimum performance at ceilings in excess of 20,000 ft. When the fighter finally entered combat in Europe in 1943, it soon proved its worth as a bomber escort at rarefied heights (see Aircraft of the Aces 24 - Thunderbolt Aces of the Eighth Air Force for further details). However, it achieved this success at a price – poor manoeuvrability at low to medium altitudes, and a somewhat pedestrian rate of climb.

Aware that the P-47 was optimised for high-altitude operations, Neel Kearby devised his tactics to exploit this strength. Steadily climbing to a height of around 25,000 ft following take off from Port Moresby’s Jackson Drome, Kearby would head for the distant Japanese fortress of Wewak once he had attained this pre-determined ceiling. With the enemy airfield in sight, he would dive into the airspace over the base in a ‘slashing’ attack, then depart for friendly territory using the speed and momentum built up during the long descent.

Numerous kills were claimed by Kearby and the 348th FG using this tactic, and the Japanese soon learned to fear the P-47, which seemed to give little warning of its presence before unleashing its massive firepower of eight .50-in guns.

The 348th FG’s early successes were the direct result of Neel Kearby’s careful study of the P-47 as a weapon of war. He was fully aware that the aircraft was tailored towards high-altitude combat in the ETO, and that all aerial action in the Pacific up to then had been fought at heights often well below 20,000 ft. Kearby therefore set about training his pilots to cruise at altitudes in excess of 25,000 ft so as to make maximum use of the P-47’s high altitude performance and spectacular diving ability.

His tactics paid dividends right from the start, and in the first five months of combat from August through to December 1943, the group lost just eight pilots to all causes, and claimed more than 150 aerial victories.

[image: images] FIRST P-47 ACES [image: images]

Fittingly, the first Pacific P-47 pilot to achieve five kills was Col Neel Kearby himself, and to make this achievement even more memorable, he ‘made ace’ on the same mission that he received America’s highest award for bravery – the Medal of Honor. He had opened his account on 4 September 1943 with a G4M ‘Betty’ bomber and an ‘Oscar’ during an interception south of Hopoi Beach, east of Lae, and he followed this double score up by downing a Ki-46 near Malahang ten days later.

Promoted to full colonel on 23 September, Kearby’s next kills were claimed during the group’s first independent fighter sweep of Wewak on 11 October. Arriving over the Japanese bastion late in the morning, the flight of four P-47s ran straight into a mixed formation of around 40 Army Air Force ‘Oscars’ and ‘Tonys’ that had been scrambled to intercept the raiders. In the ensuing melee, which lasted for almost an hour, Kearby was credited with four of the ‘Oscars’ (which he claimed as Japanese navy ‘Zekes’ and ‘Haps’) and two ‘Tonys’, while 341st FS Operations Officer, and future 7-kill ace, Capt John Moore, also claimed two Ki-61s to take his score three. Another future ace in Capt Bill ‘Dinghy’ Dunham of the 342nd FS got his first victory when he too shot down a ‘Tony’.

The one-sided result of this action was quickly relayed back to Fifth Air Force commander, Gen George Kenney, who in turn immediately requested that Neel Kearby be awarded to Medal of Honor. This was duly granted on 6 January 1944, and Kenney personally presented the medal to Kearby soon afterwards.

The final mission report lodged by the 348th FG’s Intelligence Officer (Lt Bernard A Roth) reveals just how pleased the group was at their CO’s success, which effectively confirmed the P-47’s potential in the Pacific theatre;

‘The history-making aspect of this flight is unquestionable. The results obtained – Col Kearby’s six victories (two “Zekes”, two “Haps”, two “Tonys”), Capt Moore’s two “Tonys”, Capt Dunham’s one “Tony” – a total of nine fighters destroyed without
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