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			May God keep us safe tomorrow.

			—Ensign John d’Arc Lorenz, USS Yorktown, June 3, 1942
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			★ CHAPTER ONE ★

			CARRIER DOWN

			Stanley Vejtasa was ready. Far below him, twisting frantically on the brilliant blue ocean, was the most desirable target an American dive-bomber pilot could ask for—a Japanese aircraft carrier. It was 1100 on May 7, 1942, in the Coral Sea, about thirteen hundred miles east of Australia, and now Vejtasa’s fourteen-hundred-plus hours of flight-time experience were about to receive the ultimate test.

			The junior grade (jg) lieutenant glanced down the length of his plane’s wing, beyond the blue oval emblazoned with a large white star, and saw that his wingman was in proper attack position. Slightly ahead of Vejtasa was his skipper, Lieutenant Commander Bill Burch, preparing to dive. It was Burch who had given him his nickname nearly two years ago. Looking over the six-foot-two, blue-eyed, blond-haired pilot who hailed from the farmlands of Circle, Montana, Burch had declared, “You are now Swede.” In truth, the moniker was more a result of the skipper struggling to properly pronounce Vejtasa.1

			Swede Vejtasa was one of seventeen pilots making this strike from Scouting Squadron Five (VS-5), based off the carrier USS Yorktown (CV-5). The aircraft he was flying was a Douglas Dauntless SBD dive-bomber, one that he considered highly efficient and very maneuverable against opposing aircraft. Under his plane’s belly was a thousand-pound semi-armor-piercing bomb, the most lethal load his Dauntless could carry. It was Swede’s job to plant his ordnance through the flight deck of the veering flattop far below.

			His quarry was the Japanese carrier Shōhō, an eleven-thousand-ton vessel capable of carrying thirty aircraft. The name Shōhō translated to “Happy Phoenix.” As Yorktown’s air group approached, Vejtasa believed she was only lightly damaged. Shōhō was just emerging from a merciless pounding by the air group from sister carrier Lexington (CV-2), whose dive-bombers and torpedo planes had already slammed at least two bombs and five torpedoes into the flattop. But the carrier was still underway, and Swede could only see small amounts of black smoke rising from what he assumed was a single bomb hit.

			Vejtasa watched Burch release his half-ton bomb at twenty-five hundred feet before pulling out. Shōhō’s yellowish-colored wood flight deck shuddered as the bomb exploded dead center. Swede plunged another five hundred feet closer before he pulled the manual-release handle to jettison his own ordnance, two thousand feet above the carrier. Heavy g-forces pressed Vejtasa deep into his seat as he fought to pull his bomber out of its steep dive. He recovered just above the wave tops. From his rear cockpit, Commander Walter “Butch” Schindler—riding as an attack observer in place of Swede’s regular rear gunner—shouted, “You got a hit!”2

			Diving behind VS-5 were eight pilots of Yorktown’s other SBD squadron, Bombing Squadron Five (VB-5). Fourth in their order was Lieutenant (jg) Bill Christie, a twenty-five-year-old pilot from Michigan who had been enjoying a leisurely drive to Virginia Beach with his wife when the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor five months earlier. Since mobilizing for war, Christie had made several combat attacks on Japanese ships and installations in the Marshall Islands, at Lae, New Guinea, and Tulagi Harbor. But his sights were now set on the supreme prize: sinking an enemy carrier. Here was a chance to avenge his shipboard roommate, a pilot lost in action back on February 1.3

			Christie’s bomb ripped through Shōhō, leaving the warship a blazing wreck as he cleared the fleet. His squadron’s rendezvous outside the Japanese fleet was far from coordinated, as many pilots circled about the scene. Lieutenant Commander Joe Taylor’s Torpedo Squadron Five (VT-5) from Yorktown finished off the Japanese carrier with additional torpedo hits on her starboard side. Within ten minutes, Shōhō plunged beneath the surface.4

			A perfect attack, thought Vejtasa.

			As Yorktown’s dive-bombers left the sinking carrier, they were attacked by several Mitsubishi A6M Navy “Zero” fighter planes. Christie’s rear-seat gunner, Seaman First Class Lynn Forshee, got off only one short burst of his .30-caliber Browning machine gun before it jammed. He stood up and fired his .45-caliber pistol at a passing plane, which came so close, he could see the Japanese pilot’s face. Christie joined with another VB-5 pilot for the return trip, but they were jumped by a Zero floatplane en route. Forshee, having cleared his machine gun, returned fire until both he and the enemy pilot were short of ammunition. As the Zero prepared to break off, the pilot fired one last parting shot at Christie’s SBD—a round from a signal flare gun. It looked like a huge cannonball coming at him, but did no damage.5

			Vejtasa tangled briefly with another Zero that made a run on his skipper’s dive-bomber. His rear-seat passenger, Schindler, got in his own shots before VS-5’s pilots cleared the contested zone and settled in for the long flight back to their own home carrier. Vejtasa, Christie, and the other aviators of Yorktown’s air group had done their jobs, sinking the first aircraft carrier lost by the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) in the Pacific War.

			The Yorktown pilots droned toward home through a dense bank of rain clouds, silently hoping their own flight deck was still intact.

			

			—

			By being on the offensive on May 7, Yorktown’s air group was carrying out the first order of good task force defense: knock out your opponent before he can launch his own strike.

			Closer to home, the second line of defense lay in the carrier fighter squadrons and protective combat air patrols (CAPs). Defending the U.S. carrier task forces fell upon the pilots of Yorktown’s Fighter Squadron Forty-Two (VF-42) and Lexington’s Fighter Squadron Two (VF-2). Lieutenant Commander Charles “Chas” Fenton, skipper of VF-42, had seventeen Grumman F4F-3 Wildcat fighter planes at his disposal. Fenton was aloft at 1041 with a division of his CAP Wildcats when Lexington’s radar detected a bogey—an approaching unknown plane. Two of his pilots succeeded in shooting down a four-engine Kawanishi Type 97 reconnaissance flying boat around 1100, just ten miles from Yorktown’s task force.

			Fortunately for the American carriers, no large-scale enemy counterattack materialized during the ensuing hours. The world’s first-ever carrier battle was in full swing, and lessons were being learned with each passing hour. And history was recorded: For the first time, opposing warships neither sighted nor fired directly upon each other. The Yorktown and Lexington air groups returned triumphantly about two hundred miles home from sinking the carrier Shōhō, having sustained only the loss of three dive-bombers.

			

			—

			Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander in chief of Japan’s Combined Fleet, had planned to continue his country’s dominance of the Pacific by taking control of the Australian territories of New Guinea and Papau to support the capture of Port Moresby—the capital and largest city of Papau—on about May 7. Preceding this effort, Yamamoto planned to occupy Tulagi Island near the key Solomon island of Guadalcanal, where his military could establish a seaplane base and garrison for further operations in the Coral Sea area.

			The offensive, dubbed Operation Mo, or the Port Moresby Operation, was a southerly move intended to severe the line of communication between the United States and Australia. Yamamoto had involved three carriers of Japan’s Combined Fleet—the twenty-five-thousand-ton fleet carrier Shōkaku and the twenty-nine-thousand-ton Zuikaku, plus the light carrier Shōhō. Learning of the Japanese plans through signals intelligence, the U.S. Navy had sent two carrier task forces and a joint Australian-American cruiser force into the Coral Sea to oppose Operation Mo.

			Yorktown’s Task Force 17 (TF-17) had rendezvoused with Rear Admiral Aubrey Wray Fitch’s Task Force 11, built around the large thirty-six-thousand-ton carrier Lexington on May 1. Overall command fell to Rear Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher, who flew his flag on Yorktown. His flagship, commissioned in September 1937, was America’s fifth-ever aircraft carrier, thus carrying the hull number CV-5. At 770 feet in length, Yorktown displaced 25,500 tons, was capable of a top speed of 32.5 knots (37.4 mph), and could carry more than five dozen aircraft into combat.

			The U.S. Navy’s first aircraft carrier Langley (CV-1) had been commissioned in 1922, less than twenty years after Orville and Wilbur Wright’s first motor-powered airplane had flown for mere seconds above the sand dunes near Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. Lead ship of the Yorktown class, CV-5 was completing her fifth month of wartime operation as she and sister carrier Lexington squared off against Yamamoto’s force in the Coral Sea.

			Japanese landings on Tulagi had commenced on May 3, 1942. The invasion was supported by a task force of destroyers, minesweepers, a large minelayer, troop transports, sub chasers, and two auxiliary minesweepers. The first step in thwarting further Japanese advancements called for a forceful aerial assault on the newly seized Solomon properties. While Fitch’s TF-11 refueled on May 4, Fletcher used his Yorktown air group to launch three strikes against Japanese shipping and key ground installations in the Guadalcanal and Tulagi areas. Yorktown’s dive-bombers and torpedo planes had torpedoed a Japanese destroyer and forced her to run aground. Three minelayers were sunk and four observation seaplanes were destroyed, in addition to various other invasion-force shipping being damaged.

			Now, three days later and two hundred miles away, the Lexington and Yorktown air groups had struck first against Yamamoto’s carriers. While they were in the process of sinking Shōhō, Japanese strike groups launched from Shōkaku and Zuikaku made their own attacks. Capable of operating up to eighty-four aircraft, Shōkaku-class carriers displaced 31,600 tons but were the fastest warships yet designed by the Japanese. Their sleek hulls and robust power plants allowed these flattops to maneuver at speeds as high as 34.5 knots. Instead of finding Rear Admiral Fletcher’s American carriers, strike planes from these behemoths discovered only the fleet tanker Neosho and her escorting destroyer Sims. Seventy-eight planes from the MO Striking Force bombed and sank Sims and fatally crippled the oiler.

			Round one in the world’s first carrier battle went to the Americans.

			

			—

			Yorktown’s third level of defense lay in the guns of her screening warships and on the carrier itself. During the late afternoon of May 7, the gunners received their first true test.

			Japanese reconnaissance planes reported American carriers in the vicinity. At 1615, Shōkaku and Zuikaku launched a late-afternoon search-and-strike group comprising a dozen Aichi D3A1 Type 99 carrier bombers (nicknamed “Vals” by the Allies) and fifteen Nakajima B4N2 Type 97 torpedo planes (code-named “Kate”). Some of these planes were intercepted by Lexington and Yorktown fighters thirty minutes before dusk, and aerial shoot downs (“kills”) were made. As the late-afternoon dogfights carried on about thirty miles from the ship, the men on Fletcher’s Yorktown were at battle stations.6

			Yorktown bristled with armament: seventy-two guns of .50 caliber and higher. Her gun crews were well trained and prepared for the fight, and under the direction of Commander Ernest Judson Davis, a 1925 Naval Academy graduate. His battle station was located on an open platform on Yorktown’s elevated bridge structure, where he had a clear view of any incoming raiders. Hailing from Beaufort, North Carolina, Davis was a likable Southerner considered something of a gunnery genius by his peers.

			Just days after the December 7 surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, Davis had toiled to upgrade his armament in the Norfolk Navy Yard. Yorktown’s most powerful guns were five-inch, .38-caliber heavy cannons, located on all four sides of her flight deck, fore and aft. These eight guns were the longest-range weapons, capable of firing fifty-five-pound projectiles to a maximum range of eighteen thousand yards (more than ten miles) at the rate of fifteen per minute.

			Closer to her island superstructure, Yorktown had sixteen 1.1-inch (28mm) .75-caliber guns. Lighter and faster than the 5-inch guns, these intermediate-range weapons could fire at a rate of 150 rounds per minute to a maximum range of seven thousand yards. There were four sets of quad 1.1-inch mounts located in gun tubs on the edge of the catwalk, fore and aft of the island on both the port and starboard side. Prior to the Pearl Harbor attack, Yorktown’s next-most-powerful guns had been .50-caliber Browning machine guns mounted in various positions along the outer perimeter of her deck. At Norfolk, Davis had received the welcome orders to replace the smaller .50-calibers with two dozen 20mm Oerlikon cannons. With a blistering rate of fire of more than three hundred rounds per minute, the 20mms could lob shells out to sixty-eight hundred yards, but were most effective against low-flying aircraft approaching to within a thousand yards.

			Norfolk Navy Yard workers and the ship’s crew had positioned the new 20mm guns all around the ship. But Davis, wanting all the firepower he could muster, ignored orders from Washington to turn over his two dozen .50-caliber machine guns. Twenty-four guns at six thousand rounds apiece sounded like a lot of firepower to him, so Davis had the .50-calibers sprinkled throughout the carrier—in gun tubs along the catwalks on the edges of the flight deck, high atop the island superstructure, and just below the flight deck, both fore and aft. 7

			Now, as the Japanese strike group tangled with American CAP fighters near dusk on May 7, Yorktown’s gun teams were primed for their first real shooting match. Among them was seventeen-year-old John Hancock, a six-foot, hundred-thirty-pound second-class seaman. His battle station was far forward on the fo’c’sle deck, manning the portside .50-caliber Browning water-cooled machine gun. Lanky and athletic, he had been the second baseman when his high school baseball team won the state championship in Atlanta in 1940. During his senior year of high school in Alma, Georgia, Hancock had been inspired at the town’s post office by a Navy recruiting sign that read, “Join the Navy and learn how to fly.” The banner showed a dashing young pilot, his goggles pushed up on his head as he stood on the wing of his plane.8

			That did the trick for Hancock, who enlisted on October 27, 1941. But less than six weeks later, the Japanese sidelined his flight aspirations by bombing Pearl Harbor. On December 13, he reported on board Yorktown, where he was assigned to the deck force with a battle stations gunnery billet. Hancock quickly came to appreciate the skills of his Southern gunnery boss, Ernie Davis. The lieutenant commander often barked through a loudspeaker to direct his crews, and his Carolina twang was often a source of humor to his men. During one gunnery drill en route to the Pacific, the SBDs were making dive-bombing attacks on a sled towed behind the ship. Davis ordered the gun crews to unload their weapons and to track the diving planes with their guns for practice.9

			As the SBDs approached, Davis got on the PA and hollered in his slow drawl, “Heah they come!”

			A watch officer standing nearby hollered back: “Sho’ nuff? Well, shut my mouth!” Hancock thoroughly enjoyed the ship-wide laughter that ensued.

			Manning another .50-caliber, high atop Yorktown’s island superstructure, was Seaman First Class George Weise, who had turned twenty-one just weeks earlier. Growing up in Astoria, New York, he had made good money during high school working as a caddie. He had carried clubs for the likes of Byron Nelson, Eddie Arcaro, and Joe DiMaggio. Upon graduation, he had planned to marry his high school sweetheart, Jean May Smith. But both sets of parents were against this plan, so with war appearing to be imminent, Weise enlisted in the Navy on August 6, 1940.10

			Although his heart was still heavy with thoughts of Jean, Weise proceeded to boot camp. Two months later, he reported on board the Yorktown, where he spent his first six months toiling belowdecks. Unsatisfied, he next became a yeoman striker in the executive officer’s office, but found this assignment also not to his liking. He transferred to the 4th Division and, in time, became coxswain of the 4th Division motor launch.

			For his battle station, Weise was first assigned to the crew of a five-inch mount on the port quarter. By the time he was well trained on this weapon, he found himself reassigned to one of the ship’s highest .50-caliber machine guns. His weapon was located more than forty feet above the flight deck, in between two thirty-six-inch searchlights on the center of the carrier’s smokestack. Although less familiar with his new gun, he was reassured by having a supervising gunner’s mate stationed on the stack platform and an able loader, Seaman Second Class Joel W. Sledge. An eighteen-year-old farm boy from Colquitt County, Georgia, Sledge had left the fieldwork behind to join the Navy because, as he later put it, “I was tired of staring at a mule’s ass.” Weise suffered very few weapon malfunctions and soon considered himself to be a good shot.11

			Hancock, Weise, and dozens of other gunners now eagerly peered through their sights, awaiting the chance to fire their guns against the enemy for the first time in their five months of war.

			

			—

			The approaching Japanese strike group was picked up by Lexington’s radar at 1747. The contact was forty-eight miles out, but many of the twelve U.S. fighter planes currently flying combat air patrol over the task forces were low on fuel. A four-plane VF-2 division under Lexington’s fighter squadron skipper was vectored out to investigate. In the meantime, orders were issued on both U.S. carriers for all available fighter planes to be scrambled.12

			One of the first VF-42 pilots to jump into a cockpit was Lieutenant (jg) Scott McCuskey. He was eager for action. Hailing from Little Rock, Arkansas, the twenty-seven-year-old fighter pilot was considered something of a hotshot. In February 1942, during Yorktown’s air strikes against Japanese forces in the Gilbert and Marshall islands, McCuskey and his wingman, Ensign Johnny Adams, had scored the first aerial kill for their air group.

			In full view of TF-17, Adams and McCuskey had made firing passes on a large four-engine Japanese seaplane and set fire to it. Their slugs created an explosion that blew off the Type 97’s twin-ruddered tail, sending it plunging into the ocean just miles from the Yorktown. McCuskey had bellowed over the radio, “We just shot his ass off!”13

			When they landed, McCuskey and Adams were mobbed by excited flight deck crewmen—who had prepared a strange costume to be given to the fighter pilots who scored the first shoot down for CV-5. The fezlike hat and heavily decorated jacket were shared by the two comrades in the ensuing celebration.

			On May 4, three months after their first shared kill, McCuskey and Adams had participated in Yorktown’s air strikes against Japanese bases in the Solomon Islands. Near Tulagi, they attacked Japanese shipping but became separated from their division mates. As the fuel tanks in their Wildcats ran dry, the pair was ultimately forced to make landings on the beach on Guadalcanal’s southeast coast. That evening, the destroyer Hammann located the downed pilots and sent a whaleboat ashore to recover them. McCuskey and Adams were transferred back to their carrier from Hammann the following day. Chas Fenton, skipper of Yorktown’s VF-42, was incensed. As a section leader, McCuskey had cost the ship two irreplaceable Wildcat fighters in the midst of a major conflict. Fenton found McCuskey at fault for not properly staying with his division leader and grounded the pilot for two days.14

			Two days later, on the evening of May 7, McCuskey was technically still grounded. But with a call to scramble all available fighters to intercept the incoming Japanese strike group, he took it upon himself to join the fray. He was in the cockpit of an F4F, warming the engine, when his executive officer, Lieutenant Commander Jimmy Flatley, raced onto the deck.

			Flatley was aware of skipper Fenton’s grounding of the young pilot. Orders were orders. He quickly motioned for McCuskey to vacate the plane as he climbed onto its wing. McCuskey begged to be given one of the other planes so he could fly out to engage the incoming enemy. Flatley shook his head, knowing that to give in would show weakness in his ability to discipline his pilots.15

			Flatley departed with eleven VF-42 planes to join the VF-2 fighter pilots already airborne from the Lexington, plus another four-plane CAP division already aloft. McCuskey made his way down to Yorktown’s hangar deck and found that mechanics had one last flyable F4F. He persuaded his air department superiors to allow him to take it aloft. Hoisted to the flight deck via one of the carrier’s massive aircraft elevators, McCuskey’s F4F was shortly roaring down the flight deck.16

			But McCuskey did not score any kills in this action. The approaching Zuikaku and Shōkaku planes were intercepted by VF-42 and VF-2 Wildcats pilots who claimed eight planes destroyed. Most of the Japanese aviators headed for their home carriers through foul weather. By 1830, the sun had set, and the U.S. carriers began recovering their aircraft in the darkness.

			At this point in the Pacific War, American carrier air groups were not trained for night operations. Confusion ensued, and in the process, Task Force 17 experienced one of the stranger events of the war. In the midst of landing her own fighters, Yorktown was buzzed by several Japanese Type 99 carrier bombers. Flashing identification code letters, the enemy pilots came in low over Yorktown’s flight deck, trying to determine if they were approaching one of their own carriers for landing.

			Swede Vejtasa, topside to watch the landings, immediately sensed that something was wrong. The unknown aircraft were approaching from the wrong side to make proper landings. As one flashed past just above deck level, Swede caught enough of a glimpse to realize it was not an American plane. “How the hell he escaped without catching a wire, I don’t know,” Vejtasa recalled.17

			Gunnery Officer Ernie Davis was quick to figure out the situation. Grabbing his bullhorn, he bellowed from the bridge, “Those aircraft in the landing pattern are not friendly! Repeat—not friendly!” One of Yorktown’s air officers, Lieutenant Commander Robert “Pappy” Armstrong, added his own unique cry over the loudspeakers: “Stand by to repel boarders!”18

			Some of TF-17’s screening warships opened fire on the Japanese planes, and Yorktown’s gunners joined in. The action was brief and the confusion complete. John Hancock on his forward .50-caliber and George Weise on his island structure machine gun weren’t sure exactly what the hell was going on. But Yorktown’s aft .50-caliber gunners and her starboard 20mm mounts took aim on the enemy planes.

			The Japanese aircraft soon scattered and made their way back toward their own carriers in the darkness. Yorktown and Lexington recovered the last of their airborne fighters save one—Ensign John Baker of VF-42. While dodging the friendly fire of task force gunners, he became lost in the night and was unable to find a flight deck to land upon. His plane disappeared from radar and was never heard from again. Another F4F landed on Yorktown with a number of fresh .50-caliber bullet holes from friendly fire.

			Hancock had not opened fire, but his adrenaline was pumping. The Japanese now clearly knew exactly where the American carriers were located. All signs pointed toward intensified attacks the following day. Although he was excited over the prospects of finally using his guns in action, Hancock was exhausted by the time the PA system announced that all hands could secure from general quarters. “Being young and dumb,” he remembered, “I slept like I had been poleaxed.”19

		

	
		
			★ CHAPTER TWO ★

			“DON’T GET IN MY WAY”

			Since the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in December, the Imperial Japanese Navy had advanced largely unchecked through the Pacific Theater. As carrier-launched warplanes created havoc on the U.S. Pacific Fleet in Hawaii, other Japanese forces had attacked the Philippines, Guam, Wake Island, and the British territories of Malaya, Singapore, and Hong Kong.

			Within months, Japan’s vast new empire included a defensive perimeter that ranged from western Alaska to the Solomon Islands. With its battleship fleet crippled in Hawaii, the U.S. Navy turned to its submarine force and its aircraft carriers to prevent the enemy’s advance from severing American supply lines to allied Australia. On February 1, 1942, Yorktown’s task force had participated in the first tactical air strikes and naval artillery attacks against Japanese garrisons in the Marshall and Gilbert islands.

			The early U.S. carrier raids conducted during the first months of the Pacific War had little long-term strategic impact. But the efforts raised morale for the servicemen and for the American public. On April 18, Lieutenant Colonel Jimmy Doolittle even led sixteen B-25B Mitchell medium bombers from the deck of the carrier Hornet to bomb the Japanese capital of Tokyo. While further bolstering homeland spirits, the Doolittle Raid also strengthened Admiral Yamamoto’s resolve to destroy the American carrier fleet.

			On May 8, in the Coral Sea, two of those vessels—Yorktown and Lexington—were ripe for the picking of Yamamoto’s aviators.

			

			—

			Through the bluish haze of cigarette smoke in VF-42’s ready room, Scott McCuskey saw his name chalked on the board, assigned to escort the dive-bombers and torpedo planes of Yorktown’s carrier attack group. His suspension had been lifted, and his solo sortie the previous evening had gone unpunished.

			But first, it was paramount to find the enemy before the enemy struck first. At daybreak, as the sun climbed into clear blue skies over Task Force 17 in stark contrast to the stormy weather of the previous day, Lexington’s Dauntless dive-bombers were dispatched to search for the Imperial Japanese Navy carrier fleet.

			McCuskey would have to wait out the next hours until positive contact reports were received. Other VF-42 pilots were launched for early-morning CAP duty to protect the task force. The Grumman Wildcat was better suited to tackle the dreaded Japanese fighters than a Dauntless dive-bomber. The F4F fighter could be pushed more than seventy miles per hour faster than an SBD, could climb six hundred feet per minute faster, and had twice the number of forward-firing .50-caliber Browning machine guns.

			But with only thirty-one available Grumman F4F fighters to cover both strike groups and CAP duties over both Lexington and Yorktown, Rear Admirals Jack Fletcher and Aubrey Fitch resorted to an unusual plan for the day: dive-bomber crews would be utilized to supplement the task force defense. Reasoning that their wing guns and rear-seat gunners could be effective against slower, low-flying Japanese torpedo planes, divisions of Dauntless crews were duly assigned to “anti-VT” duty on May 8.

			On Yorktown, this duty was handed to two divisions of Bill Burch’s VS-5 squadron. Swede Vejtasa was incensed to find his name on the list. Instead of flying out to attack Japanese carriers, he and half of his squadron would be playing defense, an assignment that required hours of maintaining station off the bows of the two American carriers to combat any enemy torpedo planes that should appear. Around 0730, Swede and seven other VS-5 crews were launched as Yorktown’s deckhands hurriedly respotted her flight deck with a strike force. To Vejtasa, it was a bad use of good SBDs, but he had little recourse.

			Once airborne, he took up his defensive position, flying lazy circles ahead of the task force while awaiting word from Lexington’s scouts.1

			

			—

			Warren Heller used the morning hours of May 8 to prepare for the worst. Because he was one of thirty pharmacist’s mates serving on Yorktown, it was his job to help save lives if his ship was damaged due to enemy attack.

			Heller’s battle station this day was a relatively new one, but he dutifully checked his medical supplies and made ready. Through Yorktown’s early months of war, he frequently served in the ship’s main medical facility, dubbed “Sick Bay,” which was located on the third deck—two decks below the hangar deck, which on Yorktown was considered the main deck. On a normal day in this compartment, Heller helped tend to patients suffering from colds and skin infestations like athlete’s foot and jock itch, or to those in need of stitches from an untimely meeting with a steel hatch frame. On May 8, there were few patients in Sick Bay, save one sailor recovering from an appendectomy.

			The previous evening, Heller had had his closest taste of war when his ship’s gunners had fired on the three Japanese planes making their errant approaches. Energized by the action, he had had but a few hours of sleep before the bugle blare of general quarters sounded over the loudspeakers on May 8. He sprang to life, dressing and racing to his battle station. Sleeping quarters for hospital corpsmen were one deck above the ship’s main Sick Bay on the carrier’s port side, just above the waterline. The heat was stifling. The odor of perspiration permeated the air, adding a flavor of its own to the uncomfortable dankness as Heller climbed a steel ladder to reach the hangar deck. He headed forward to his battle station, wondering if his ship would be as lucky this day in dodging enemy air attacks.2

			Lexington’s air group was launched on a morning search at 0625. Yorktown’s own air group was an hour late in sending up its first aircraft of the day—four CAPs and eight SBDs to handle anti-torpedo-plane patrol. In previous months, Heller had enjoyed watching the takeoffs and landings of the air group. He was technically assigned as the medic for Bombing Squadron Five and had long held a general quarters station on the island structure.

			But not this day. His boss, Ohio native Jim Wilson, had other plans for him. A seasoned Navy veteran with fourteen years’ service, Wilson was a no-nonsense chief petty officer who had previously served on two other carriers. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor was a day he would never forget. December 7, 1941, was the day his son, Richard, was born, to his wife, Florence, in Norfolk. On the same day, he lost a brother, Chief Warrant Officer Neil Wilson, on board the battleship Arizona, when it exploded from a Japanese bomb hit.3

			While in port at Tongatabu prior to the Coral Sea action, Wilson had decided that he needed an experienced pharmacist’s mate to be in the first aid station in the forward part of the ship. Should the main Sick Bay be knocked out by an enemy attack, he reasoned that a secondary medical facility should be ready. The new aid station was located in officer’s country, immediately below the flight deck near the wardroom.

			Although Heller was to be in charge, the reassignment did not appeal to him. For months, he had been assigned to Battle Dressing Station No. 1, located in the afterpart of the island structure. As a medic for VB-5, he pointed out to his chief, he should remain on the flight deck. But Wilson decided that, for the good of the entire medical department, a medic like Heller was needed to take over the new Battle Dressing Station No. 2 forward.4

			Heller’s background certainly qualified him to run the new station. Raised in Bridgeport, Connecticut, he had struggled to make the most of his first twenty-two years. His father’s business had crumbled during the Great Depression and his parents’ marriage had dissolved. His younger sister, Jean, remained with his mother, but Warren was forced to live with other family members as a teenager. His early dreams of becoming an architect were shelved as he watched architects struggle to make a living in the midst of the nation’s financial crisis.5

			Heller shifted his focus to medicine, deciding it was a more stable occupation. He attended the Rockland State Hospital of Nursing and obtained his RN (registered nurse) license from the New York State Board of Nursing. Heller had gone to work in a psychiatric sanatorium in White Plains, New York, hoping to one day continue his education to become a physician. In pursuance of that endeavor, he began attending Columbia College.6

			In 1940, he was dating Helen Amelia Fleming, an attractive nurse who was equally strong-willed in her medical occupation. That year the war in Europe began to have repercussions in America. Young men his age were beginning to be drafted into the military. Heller decided to join the Navy Reserve, where he could serve as a pharmacist’s mate, should he be called up. Helen didn’t think too much of that idea, but Warren and Helen were married on December 26, 1940, after his completion of his third semester at Columbia. He was called to active duty in the U.S. Navy in February 1941, forcing him to put medical school on hold and leave his young wife at home. In November 1941, at age twenty-two, Heller became a father.7

			Fresh from a North Atlantic convoy-escort mission, Yorktown made port in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Heller received a seventy-two-hour leave and hitchhiked four hundred miles across New England to see his new son, Warren. He returned a day late to find Yorktown had already sailed to Virginia. Heller faced a captain’s mast for overstaying his liberty; for his punishment, he was confined to the ship for a month. Since he didn’t have anything to do off ship, the penalty wasn’t much of one.8

			On board Yorktown, he had made two close friends within the medical department. When Chief Wilson assigned him to run the new medical station just prior to the Coral Sea battle, Heller asked his boss to assign one of his two best friends—Pharmacist’s Mate (PhM) Second Class Ralph Stewart—with him. Prior to the war, Stewart had been a chiropractor in Los Angeles, and he had implored Heller to partner with him in chiropractics after the war. Their small medical compartment, roughly ten feet by twelve feet, was liberally stocked with first aid items: tourniquets, sterile battle dressings, antiseptics, Vaseline gauze, bandage scissors, tannic acid solution, needles, suture material, morphine sulfate syrettes, and more. Secured to the bulkheads were wire mesh and canvas basket stretchers that other corpsmen could use to haul casualties to their station or down below to the main Sick Bay.9

			Heller’s other close friend on Yorktown was PhM3c Edmund Koslowski, described by Heller as “a pimply-faced, gangly chap who had worked on the family tobacco farm back in Kentucky.” Koslowski’s battle station was now the one Heller had long manned, Battle Dressing Station No. 1 at the base of the island structure. During flight operations, Koslowski stood on the first landing of the after-island-structure ladder with a first aid bag. In case of an accident, he could be down the ladder and onto the flight deck in an instant.10

			The trio of pharmacist’s mates was tight, often enjoying liberty together. During Yorktown’s most recent stop in Honolulu, Heller had been teased by his buddies when he naively came to learn of a particular vocation still being legally practiced in the Hawaiian Islands. Strolling through Honolulu, they came to a building with a long line of sailors queuing up in front. The overhead sign read Senator Arms.

			Oblivious, Heller said, “That must be a very good movie for those guys to be waiting so patiently to see.”11

			Koslowski laughed. “Hell, that’s no movie house. That’s a whorehouse!”

			“Come on, fellows, you’re kidding me,” said Heller.

			Stewart and Koslowski hustled their buddy to the front of the line so he could find out for himself. The first sailor queried gave a very matter-of-fact reply: “I’m waiting to get a piece of ass.”

			“How much does that cost?” asked Heller.

			“Two bucks,” said the sailor. “But I understand it’s going up to three next week.”

			That event was far removed from Warren Heller’s mind on the morning of May 8. Koslowski was on his ladder perch near Battle Dressing Station No. 1, while Heller and Stewart stood ready at their new forward station. For the time being, the trio could do little more than ride out the morning hours. Once Yorktown launched her morning CAP and anti-VT dive-bombers, she resumed her base course, and the waiting game on the Coral Sea continued.

			

			—

			Bill Roy had a plan. Through the first five months of the Pacific War, his carrier had escaped direct enemy attack. But this day, odds were stronger that the Japanese Navy might send carrier-strike groups against the American fleet. Should such a battle ensue, Roy had a vision of filming a documentary of the action.

			As one of Yorktown’s photographer’s mates, William Glenn Roy yearned for flexibility. His “office” was the carrier’s photography lab, located on the third deck, far removed from direct view of enemy aerial attacks. His lab included developing chemicals, a variety of handheld still cameras, movie cameras, and even special aerial-photography cameras. He intended to put these tools to use to record the action, and he had taken steps to do so.

			The twenty-one-year-old Roy hailed from rural Alabama, but had completed high school in Lake City, Florida, in 1939. Roy opted to join the military when Germany invaded Poland. During his first duty, on board the battleship Arkansas, his interest in photography was noticed by the ship’s executive officer. In high school, Roy had worked for a commercial photographer, experience that helped net him the role of becoming the Arkansas ship’s photographer. In July 1941, he applied for and was assigned to the Navy’s photography school in Pensacola, Florida. Upon completion of the comprehensive four-month course, he was rated as a photographer’s mate third class, and reported on board Yorktown on December 6, 1941, in Norfolk, Virginia.12

			With Yorktown, he had sailed from the East Coast after the start of the war as the carrier transited the Panama Canal, visited San Diego, and then proceeded to Pearl Harbor. Roy had witnessed all of Yorktown’s early 1942 Pacific actions—raids on the Marshall and Gilbert islands on February 1 and against Lae and Salamaua, New Guinea, in March. During his carrier’s subsequent month of battle cruising, his duty station during flight quarters was on the port side of the flight deck near the No. 2 arresting wire, to film landings and takeoffs.

			Bill Roy’s photography skills had come into play on the night of May 3, the eve of his carrier’s strikes against Tulagi. Commander Murr Arnold, the ship’s air officer, was in a quandary. His aviators were ill prepared, without proper maps of the South Pacific. Arnold managed to procure a geography book that included a detailed map of Tulagi and the Solomons chain. He visited Yorktown’s photo lab and asked Roy to produce a hundred eight-by-eight-inch copies of the map on photo paper for the use of his pilots in the morning. Roy worked into the night in his lab and delivered the prints to Arnold before dawn.13

			The raids made by the Yorktown air group were deemed a success. Roy felt some satisfaction in having played a small part in the opening of a naval action that would come to be known as the Battle of the Coral Sea. Three days later, he felt further jubilation when his ship’s aviators helped sink the Shōhō. As his air group prepared for further carrier strikes on May 8, Roy had a premonition that this day might bring closer battle action.

			He took his idea to the ship’s executive officer, Commander Dixie Kiefer, that morning. Forty-six-year-old Kiefer, a 1919 Naval Academy graduate, was one of the Navy’s pioneering aviators. Heavyset and kindhearted, he had only been Yorktown’s XO for three months, but had quickly become a favorite among his crew. Although the Navy was officially dry, Kiefer had convened the first “Yorktown Cocktail Meeting” a month earlier in the Coral Sea to allow his aviators a shot of whiskey to calm their nerves before battle.14

			After hearing out Roy’s wishes, the commander granted his request. Roy had already commenced work on shooting stock footage throughout the ship. Now he planned to film and photograph the heart of the carrier’s command center by being amid the action on the bridge, which contained the pilothouse, the radar center, and the conning tower.

			Roy wore plain dungaree pants and a shirt, and stuffed his pockets with extra film. Although steel helmets were required of sailors standing watch anywhere topside, he decided not to wear one in order to better handle his photographic equipment. On the bridge, he informed the skipper, Captain Elliott Buckmaster, of the special project he had been granted permission to undertake.15

			“Don’t get in my way,” Buckmaster told him. “But you can stay on the bridge and do your job.”

			Buckmaster was ever present on the bridge. While at sea, he never slept in his own private quarters far below. He preferred to rest in a little emergency cabin on the bridge where his meals were carried up to him on a tray. At night, he never used lights because of the time it took his eyes to adjust. If he received any orders, he remained in the dark and had someone read them to him.16

			Buckmaster was firm but fair in his treatment of the crew. At age fifty-two, he had been in the Navy two-thirds of his life. Appointed to the Naval Academy from Virginia, he graduated in 1912 and was assigned to the battleship New Jersey. By 1934, he held his own command, putting the destroyer Farragut into commission. Following his early surface ship duties, Buckmaster entered naval aviation flight training at Naval Air Station (NAS) Pensacola.

			In 1938, he was assigned to Lexington as her executive officer, then promoted to captain in 1939. Buckmaster was commanding officer of NAS Ford Island in Pearl Harbor until January 1941, when he was appointed Yorktown’s third commander. Although qualified as an aviator, he had not served in a squadron. But being a naval aviator qualified him as a true “brown shoe” leader on an aircraft carrier. Surface officers wore black shoes with their military uniforms, unlike the brown shoes worn by commissioned naval aviators. To his pilots, brown-shoe Buckmaster was one of them.

			But Yorktown’s new skipper was burdened with an executive officer, Commander Joseph J. “Jocko” Clark, who made it known that he had eleven years’ more flight experience than his new skipper. Clark challenged many of Buckmaster’s decisions. Tall and dignified, Buckmaster appeared to have an icy disposition to those who did not know him well. But he endeared himself to his air group in bypassing his bullish exec to seek advice from his squadron commanders and his air officer. He was unafraid to let them try new ideas, much to the disdain of Jocko Clark. When Clark was promoted and transferred to a new assignment in February 1942, Captain Buckmaster certainly felt no regrets.17

			The Yorktown was a virtual floating city, with a complement of twenty-two-hundred-plus officers and men. Buckmaster had led them unscathed through air attacks against Japanese bases in the Pacific
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