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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

This volume is the third, and final, ‘unofficial’ war manual produced by the United States Army Air Force during World War 2. It followed similar books created by the Eighth Air Force’s VIII Fighter Command in 1944, entitled ‘Long Reach’ and ‘Down to Earth’, which served as ‘bibles’ for budding fighter pilots newly arrived in the European Theatre of Operations. Compiled by officers assigned to the staff of VIII Fighter Command, the text for these books was provided by both the leading aces and veteran fighter group leaders that were in the process of securing victory in the bloody skies over ‘Fortress Europe’.

Almost certainly inspired by the production of VIII Fighter Command’s ‘Long Reach’ and ‘Down to Earth’ manuals, the Fifth Air Force’s V Fighter Command set about compiling its own report in the final months of the Pacific War. The task of producing the book was given to Col Roy R Brischetto, Assistant Chief of Staff of V Fighter Command’s General Staff Corps. He duly set about contacting a number of the leading aces in-theatre, as well as several group commanders and a handful of lesser known, but no less experienced, frontline fighter pilots.

Some 26 airmen eventually submitted written reports for inclusion in the published document, which was titled ‘Twelve to One’ to denote the kill ratio achieved by the fighter units assigned to V Fighter Command in World War 2. The booklet, subtitled ‘Fighter Combat Tactics in the SWPA’ and clearly marked ‘confidential’ on its cover, was published on 1 August 1945. By then two of its contributors had been killed. The first to die was second-ranking American ace Maj Tom McGuire, who lost his life when his P-38 snap-rolled into the jungle and exploded when he tried to manoeuvre with a Ki-43 over Los Negros Island on 7 January 1945. Four months later the 35th FG’s Maj ‘Johnny’ Young was killed in a freak accident at Clark Field, in the Philippines. One of his unit’s P-51s lost a napalm tank on take-off, the store skidding across the runway until it hit Maj Young’s jeep. Despite the pilot’s best efforts to evade the tank, he received massive burns when it exploded upon impact with the jeep and died a week later. Finally, just five days after the publication of ‘Twelve to One’, ranking US ace Maj Dick Bong was killed when his P-80A jet suffered an engine flameout soon after taking off from Burbank, California.

Along with Aircraft of the Aces 31 - VIII Fighter Command at War ‘Long Reach’ and Aircraft of the Aces 51 - ‘Down to Earth’ Strafing Aces of the Eighth Air Force, this volume serves as a tribute to the memory of these brave men.

Tony Holmes

Sevenoaks

December 2003


PERIOD PREFACES

Brigadier General PAUL B WURTSMITH US Army Air Force

This report is presented by V Fighter Command combat pilots for the purpose of making available helpful hints for combat replacement pilots who are assigned to duty in the Southwest Pacific Theater. This pamphlet is not intended to be a text devoted to air tactics, and the reader must bear that in mind.

The report is written by the combat pilots as they see air combat against the Japanese. These pilots include men who have logged an average of 500 combat hours or more, and list among their numbers Bong, Johnson, MacDonald, McGuire, Kearby, Lynch and many others of the team. Their record – over 2500 confirmed victories.

Credit for their success is shared in a large part by the men working on the line and in the various departments who are a major part of any flying team. It has been found by experience in this theatre that three rules must be followed by all fighter pilots who wish to be successful:

1. Never be surprised.

2. Always fight aggressively in pairs.

3. Never circle combat.

PAUL B WURTSMITH

Brigadier General
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Brig Gen Paul ‘Squeeze’ Wurtsmith (left) poses with 475th FG Lt Col Charles MacDonald, and the latter’s famous P-38J-15 42-104024, at Hollandia in the spring of 1944. Head of V Fighter Command from late 1942 until relieved by Brig Gen Freddie Smith in March 1945, Wurtsmith was a career aviator who had enlisted in the Army in 1928 and earned his wings four years later. Given command of the P-40C-equipped 49th Pursuit Group five days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, he had led the group into action in the defence of Australia in early 1942. Despite being promoted ‘upstairs’ to Fifth Air Force HQ, Wurtsmith would periodically sneak off in his personal P-38 in order to perform combat sorties with the ‘49ers’. Such flying earned him the unswerving devotion of his pilots. Awarded a second star, and promoted to major general, Wurtsmith was made commander of the Thirteenth Air Force on 1 March 1945. He was subsequently killed in a peacetime flying accident (via William Hess)

Brigadier General FREDERICK H SMITH JR Commanding General V Fighter Command
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Brig Gen Freddie Smith replaced Maj Gen Wurtsmith as Commanding General of V Fighter Command on 1 March 1945. Smith, the former Chief of Staff to Fifth Air Force CO Gen George C Kenney, returned to the Southwest Pacific following a year of attached duty in the Pentagon with the USAAF Chief of Staff. He was well liked by the veteran fighter pilots who now occupied the various staff positions within the Fifth Air Force, and his inheritance of V Fighter Command from Wurtsmith had long been expected (via William Hess)

This combat report of the V Fighter Command is an outgrowth of the hard and often bloody lessons which have been learned by fighter pilots and fighter units in this theatre since the early days at Darwin and Port Moresby. The men who have contributed to the text are those who have been through those difficult situations and conditions which are inherent in the Southwest Pacific Area. Their constant and aggressive teamwork have accomplished a rate of attrition against the enemy in excess of 12-to-1.

Similar texts published in the European theatre of operation have outlined battle conditions and situations there. It is hoped that readers of the V Fighter Command report will be able to visualise, and thus arm themselves against the probable enemy counters to our operations, and through lessons learned in the bitter engagements which have gone before, to enhance chances of victories and survival.

FREDERICK H SMITH JR

Brigadier General, Commanding

V Fighter Command

August 1945


8th FIGHTER GROUP

COL EARL H DUNHAM COMMANDING OFFICER 8th FG

In considering the tactics employed by this unit, I would like to divide them into two general types. Those employed against aerial targets, and those employed against ground targets. In either type the outstanding criterion of success is leadership.

When planning a mission, it is impossible to go into too much detail. Briefing of pilots by intelligence and operations officers should be very thorough so as to leave no doubt in the mind of any pilot as to what the mission calls for, and what his specific job will be throughout the mission. As a good football player must eat, sleep and live football, thinking how he can best improve his playing, so must the combat pilot eats sleep, and live his flying tactics,

The formation that we use is the conventional two-ship element, with four aeroplanes in a flight. It is desired that our wingmen will be well up forward, with enough interval to the side so as not to hamper the manoeuvrability of the element, and yet close enough so that the two aeroplanes can offer mutual protection. This holds true also with the elements and flights. In group flights, the squadrons should be within visual distance of the leader. A four-aeroplane flight is the smallest desired unit when engaged in aerial combat with the enemy. When over the target, where ack-ack and interception are likely and a lot of turning or weaving is done, the squadron will usually end up with the elements in a string formation.

Long-range escort has gained ever increasing importance in the last few months, and this importance will continue to grow. Knowing your aeroplane is essential in any form of aerial combat, but this knowledge becomes increasingly important in long-range escort. Rendezvous must be made close to the target area, since the most economical speed for fighters is much faster than that of the escorted bombers. Because of the limited time over targets, when enemy opposition is expected, we like to send a small force in high so as to attack any enemy formation. This causes them to break up into small units which can then be easily taken care of by the main body of escorting fighters. This group of aeroplanes should be about five minutes ahead of the main striking force. While en route to the target on long missions, fuel is used from one belly tank at a time, and the empty tank is jettisoned, which cuts down on the amount of drag.

Attacks on ground or surface targets by dive-bombing are made either individually or by four-ship flights, depending on the nature and size of the target. When strafing, individual passes are never made unless no ack-ack is encountered. Four-ship flights are generally used, with all ships nearly line abreast. However, if the size of the target permits, more flights are brought up on line. Every advantage should be taken of the sun and clouds for use as elements of surprise. However, it should be remembered that the Japanese can use the same tactics, and frequently do.

In closing, I wish to state that the best offensive is in keeping together and hitting hard. Also, the best defence is obtained through the same procedure. A fighter pilot is an individual, and his thoughts and actions must be complete and instantaneous. Only unusually gifted persons must be singled out to lead, and as leaders they must strive for perfection. It is only through experience that this perfection can be obtained.

CAPT WILLIAM K GIROUX 36th FS/8th FG

Our tactics are very simple, and though we have had little chance to prove them, they worked out very well in the fights we had from 2 to 15 November 1944. During this period we shot down 32 enemy aeroplanes for the loss of only one P-38 and no pilots. At the time, only four members of the squadron had seen previous aerial combat, but during November we ran into almost every possible situation.

In some fights the enemy had every possible advantage, such as altitude (which is the best advantage they could ever hope to have), they fought over their own airfields, which gives their pilots a feeling of safety, and they had clouds in which to hide. Many times they outnumbered us. On other days we met them at equal altitude, and on occasions we sat above their strips watching them as they took off – but in every case we were the winners.
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The 8th FG’s trio of squadrons (35th, 36th and 80th FSs) operated a number of fighters during
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CAPT WILLIAM A GARDNER OPERATIONS OFFICER 8th FG
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MAJ CYRIL F HOMER 80th FS/8th FG
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CAPT ALLEN E HILL 36th FS/8th FG
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