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This book is intended as a tribute 
to those who have served their country,
specifically those from Marine Corps aviation.
I also want to honor my wife Sonia 
who has in her own way, along with her creativity 
as an artist, demonstrated a rare quality of courage.
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ONE
TAKING WINGS

[image: image]
Even before the Wright brothers lifted off from the sands of  Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, in 1903, both the Army and Navy  had begun to take an interest in the military possibilities of flying  machines. By 1907 the Army had created an Aeronautical Division within the Signal Corps, and the Navy ordered its first aircraft to be delivered in 1911. That same year Alfred Austell  Cunningham—an army veteran of the Spanish-American War, “a  confirmed aeronautical enthusiast” (as he said after a 1903 balloon ride), and a commissioned Marine lieutenant at age twenty-seven—on his own while stationed in Philadelphia, leased a  purported airplane for twenty-five dollars a month. He christened  it Noisy Nan because of the racket created by the engine.
Unfortunately the contraption lacked the essential requirements of aerodynamics. Powered by an obstreperous four-cylinder motor, it lacked sufficient muscle to lift its wings,  fuselage, and pilot off the ground. Only after as much as an hour  of cranking would the engine sputter to life, enabling the plane to  careen down the field without ever achieving flight. Cunningham  created a bump at the end of the runway that jolted the machine  as much as fifty feet into the air but Noisy Nan refused to continue  on its own, content to settle back to earth. “I called her everything  in God’s name to go up,” said Cunningham. “I pleaded with her. I  caressed her. I prayed to her and I cursed that flighty Old Maid to  lift up her skirts and hike, but she never would.”
When he abandoned Noisy Nan as a lost cause, Cunningham  joined a local flying club and the members lobbied for a Marine  airfield. Congress took notice, and the Marine Corps commandant of the day silenced the clamor by assigning Cunningham to  flight school under the auspices of the Navy. On August 20, 1912,  he soloed after two hours and forty minutes of instruction; Marine aviation had its first pilot. Cunningham continued to learn  the art of flight for another year before he asked for ground duty  “because my fiancee will not consent to marry me unless I give up  flying.”
By 1915, however, the bride apparently relented, because Cunningham again received the designation of “naval aviator” and,  with several others, notably Lieutenant Bernard L. Smith, sought  to expand Marine horizons. Cunningham actually attempted the  first catapult takeoff from a warship while it was under way. The  catapult proved insufficient to the task, hurling Cunningham and  his Curtiss flying boat into the water, an accident that broke his  back. Another daredevil, Captain Francis T. Evans, confounded  the experts when in 1917 he successfully looped a seaplane twice  and then brought it out of a deliberate spin. Bernard Smith  worked with Navy fliers to perfect a method to drop bombs from  a plane and as an attaché in Paris spent three years visiting the  World War I fronts to observe aerial warfare.
With the Great War ravaging Europe and the airplane becoming another, albeit limited, weapon, the military establishment in  the United States took notice. The Naval Appropriations Act of  1915 allowed naval aviation forty-eight officers and ninety-six enlisted men, with the Marine Corps, under a formula of four to  one, authorized twelve officers and twenty-four enlisted men. The  bill provided 50 percent extra pay to aviators for hazardous duty.  Cunningham assumed command of an aviation company for a  Marine Corps advance base force and interviewed all candidates  for aviation service.
After the United States entered World War I, Cunningham  sailed to Europe to study British and French aviation. He flew on  photographic and bombing missions. Upon his return to the  States he submitted a plan to the Secretary of the Navy for aircraft attacks upon submarines and their bases. In the last days of  July 1918 the First Marine Aviation Force, with Squadrons Seven,  Eight, and Nine, arrived in France and became part of the Navy’s  Northern Bombing Group. Shortly after taking up station, the Aviation Force began unpacking crated boxes containing American-made De Havilland 4 bombers. Unfortunately the wood spars of  the wings were warped, many control wires were too short, the  engines required extensive overhauls, and bombsights and airspeed indicators had to be requisitioned. While waiting for functioning DH-4s, Marine pilots underwent some training with the  French and British, and a few Americans flew missions in Royal  Air Force (RAF) fighters, Sopwith Camels.
Among the airmen was Francis P. Mulcahy, a son of Irish immigrants, a native of Rochester, New York, and a classmate of  football celebrity Knute Rockne at Notre Dame, from where he  graduated in 1914. In 1917, before the United States entered the  war, Mulcahy, already in the Army, had applied, unsuccessfully,  for flight training. When he heard that commissions in the  Marines were available, Mulcahy pleaded with Notre Dame’s Father Cavanaugh to aid him. On the strength of the priest’s recommendation, Mulcahy obtained his transfer as well as the  opportunity to fly under civilian instructors working for the Signal Corps.
Shipped to France, Mulcahy earned a Distinguished Service  Medal after he and two other pilots dropped food and bread to an  isolated French regiment. The trio of DH-4s skimmed the battlefield at a hundred feet, making four trips under intense machine-gun, rifle, and artillery fire. Mulcahy said he never feared  antiaircraft, mainly because of the limited range of such  weapons.
On September 29, 1918, Mulcahy, with Gunnery Sergeant  Thomas McCulloch in the rear seat of a DH-4, engaged in a  shootout with enemy planes. Recalling the sudden attack by the  German aircraft, Mulcahy said, “I was alone, maneuvering as best  I could. They filled the damn thing with bullets. It was the nastiest kind of crackling sound. One went through McCulloch’s flying  suit. This old plane had a wind-driven propellor, two of them, because they had two main tanks to suck the gas from the tank to the  carburetor. One bullet must have just barely missed my head because it hit one of those things and put it out of commission. The  engine stopped. I thought, Oh, oh, here I go in Germany, Holland  or something with no engine. Then I thought, I’ll try the other tank.  And whoop—she jumped. They must have been very much surprised when we didn’t go down.”
Even more discomfiting to the enemy, McCulloch actually shot  down one of the Fokkers, becoming the first of the Marine contingent to register a victory. The official records claim only four enemy  planes shot down by Marines, but the number may be slightly  higher. Subsequently Lieutenant Ralph Talbot with Corporal  Robert G. Robinson allegedly downed three enemy planes in duels  on October 8 and 14, with Robinson seriously wounded in the  stomach and leg. Both received the Medal of Honor. Not until October 14 did the Marines drop their first bombs, 2,218 pounds’  worth, by Squadron Nine on a railroad junction. By the time of the  November 11 armistice, the Marines reported four pilots KIA and  three wounded—but sixteen from the overseas air arm died of influenza.
The achievements of Marine aviation’s 282 officers and 2,180 enlisted men in France during World War I were minor, but the corps  now held a franchise for air warfare. However, policy dictated that  Marine fliers serve ground duty tours. Lieutenant Colonel Thomas  C. Turner, a former machine-gun company commander who used  his spare time to learn to fly with Army pilots and was a spit-and-polish disciplinarian, assumed command of the airmen. As officer  in charge, he ruled as a benevolent despot, and his superiors, impressed by his demeanor and achievements, granted him a waiver  for a hearing defect. During his term, flying was a high-risk duty; in  1922, of seventeen new officer pilots, nine died in crashes. The following year, out of eleven additions, four were killed.
Robert Sherrod, in his History of Marine Corps Aviation in   WWII, recalled a conversation with a flier from that era who told of  a candidate for aviation in 1924 being asked whether he wanted a  three-, four-, or five-year tour. “What’s the casualty rate?” he asked.  “Oh, about 25 percent a year.” The volunteer answered, “Put me   down for five years and I’ll be 125 percent dead when I return to  the line.”
Turner coped with ever-declining appropriations during the  1920s as the number of aviators fell to as few as 43 in 1921 and  then rose in small increments to a mere 132 by 1930. Probably the  only reason the figure climbed at all during the decade lay in the  Marine presence in Santo Domingo, Haiti, and Nicaragua. A six-plane squadron, in 1919, joined a regiment of Marines stationed  in Santo Domingo (leathernecks had been there since 1914) to  strafe “bandits” or perhaps rebel groups, perform reconnaissance, and, with a specially modified De Havilland, evacuate  wounded from deep in the interior of the country.
Revolution in the Carribean island nations of Santo Domingo  (now the Dominican Republic) and Haiti and Central America’s  Nicaragua intermittently brought in Marine Corps ground troops  and some aviation units. The Fourth Air Squadron under Captain  Harvey B. Mims, in 1919, with seven seaplanes and six Jenny airplanes, arrived in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. For fifteen years the aviators would support efforts by local soldiers and a Marine brigade  to suppress insurgencies. It was in Haiti that Lieutenant Lawson  H. M. Sanderson, unhappy with the hit-or-miss techniques of  aerial bombardment, manufactured a bomb rack using a burlap  sack and a sight from a rifle barrel. He practiced on a range, diving at an angle of forty-five degrees, and reported, “The accuracy  was astounding.” His squadron mates adopted the method, and  glide-bombing, as it was called, became standard practice. Others  would refine the techniques. Supposedly a keen student of a  demonstration at an air race was the German aviator Ernst Udet.  Upon his return home he designed the Stuka dive-bomber, a fearsome weapon during the early years of World War II.
When the Marines intervened in Nicaragua in 1927 they  brought an aerial observation squadron led by Major Ross E.  Rowell. He had learned to fly by paying for private lessons. Rowell’s initial requests for entry as a naval aviation pilot (NAP) had  been denied; not until 1923, at age thirty-nine, did Rowell get his  wings. As the situation in Nicaragua worsened, a second  squadron arrived, with Rowell taking overall charge.
On the evening of July 15, 1927, revolutionaries headed by Augosto Sandino attacked an outpost at Ocotal manned by thirty-seven Marines. The leathernecks repulsed the Sandinistas, but  Ocotal lay 125 miles from the capital city of Managua and any reinforcements would need ten days to trek through the mountainous jungles. Apparently Marine headquarters was unaware of the  desperate situation. Two pilots, Lieutenant Hayne D. Boyden and  Marine Gunner Michael Wodarczyk, while on patrol, discovered  the plight of the besieged Americans. Wodarczyk sprayed the Sandinistas while Boyden landed in a field and, in Spanish, interrogated a Nicaraguan for information. Boyden then took off, and  he, too, strafed the rebels.
The airmen returned to Managua and reported to Rowell. The  major then led a five-plane flight of De Havillands, which spotted  the insurgents. According to Rowell’s statement to a Navy history  unit, “I led the attack and dived out of column from 1,500 feet,  pulling out at about 600. Later we ended up diving in from 1,000  and pulling up at about 300. Since the enemy had not been subjected to any form of bombing attack, other than dynamite  charges thrown from the Laird-Swallows by the Nicaraguan Air  Force [a two-plane organization], they had no fear of us. They exposed themselves in such a manner that we were able to inflict  damage which was out of proportion to what they might have suffered had they taken cover.” Estimates of the casualties ranged  from fifty to two hundred, with many dead.
For six years, Marine airmen battled against Sandino’s forces.  Wodarczyk, who was nicknamed the “Polish Warhorse” and had  been a gunnery sergeant in France during World War I, had part  of his tail shot off by rifle bullets in one encounter. His bombs,  dropped from a very low altitude, killed a top Sandinista. In a single day he led his patrol through three intense engagements, flying for seven hours. A bullet wounded one of his observers,  another passed through his parachute pack, and he completed  twenty-five missions against the enemy, more than anyone in the  squadron. He was named to receive a Distinguished Flying Cross.  His designation as “student naval aviator” posed a problem. Regulations specified that a Marine could not qualify as a “naval aviator” unless he had attended flight school at Pensacola. But graduation from there awarded a commission. Men like Wodarczyk,  skilled mechanics who learned to fly without formal training,  lacked the kind of education that would enable them to serve as  staff officers, exercise command responsibilities, and supervise  military operations. All of the armed services, anxious to enroll  more aviators, had hit on the notion of enrolling skilled enlisted  men as pilots. Because they were not commissioned, the rosters  remained within the authorized number of officers.
According to Mulcahy, one Major Edwin H. Brainard, a former  aide to the Secretary of the Navy and at the time head of Marine  aviation, went to Admiral William A. Moffett, chief of the Bureau  of Aeronautics, and said, “Admiral, this is ridiculous. Here’s a  man who is going to get the DFC. Why does he have to go to Pensacola? He’s already fighting the war in Nicaragua.”
Moffett agreed. “Okay, we’ll make him a Marine aviator.”  Wodarczyk received his naval aviator wings and his medal in the  same ceremony. (The phenomenon of enlisted pilots continued  into World War II, when it was gradually phased out.)
In the jungles of Nicaragua another Marine aviator achieved  fame for his daring rescue of the wounded. Christian F. Schilt, an  Illinois farm boy, had attended a polytechnic school in Indiana before enlisting in the Marine Corps two months after the United  States entered World War I. As an enlisted man he served with a  seaplane squadron assigned to antisubmarine patrol in the Azores.  He earned his wings and commission in 1919 and did tours in  Santo Domingo and Haiti before receiving orders to Nicaragua.
He recalled the tactics. “The ground forces sometimes gave us  directions where to go or we’d locate them [the rebels] and drop a  bomb on them or shoot our machine guns. Quite frequently we  saved the ground forces from being severely attacked.” It was a  primitive display of tactical support for infantry.
After the guerrillas ambushed and surrounded two columns of  Marines, killing four and wounding another sixteen, Schilt became part of an effort to save the embattled ground forces. “There   wasn’t any field there to go in and do anything. We dropped  tools—pick axes, shovels and stuff like that so they could clear off  an area big enough for a small plane to land. It took them about  three days to do that and I think we had about 400 feet there.
“Maj. Rowell assigned me to the mission of getting in there. I  made ten trips and brought out all the seriously wounded and the  commanding officer.” Schilt used an O2U Corsair biplane that  did not have brakes. To stop him after a landing, said Schilt,  Marines on the ground grabbed on to the wings. “One time they  stopped one [at] the precipice, a 2,000 foot drop. On takeoff  they’d have two men on each wing and they’d hold it back while  I revved up the engine and would signal them to let go.” During  these moments on the ground, snipers took potshots at the plane,  holing it on several occasions. Schilt’s feats brought him a Medal  of Honor.
Samuel S. Jack, born in 1905 on an Arizona ranch, applied to  the Naval Academy “looking for an education.” He enjoyed his  four years in Annapolis but during summer cruises suffered bouts  of seasickness. From the Class of 1927, Jack became one of  twenty-six graduates to choose service in the Marine Corps. While  in the first weeks of flight school Jack was pulled out for a tour in  Nicaragua, but he returned to Pensacola to complete his training.  “Of the 16 that began with me,” said Jack, “eight got wings, four  of whom were killed within four years.”
He flew O2U planes in Nicaragua. “Navy castoffs,” said Jack, a  complaint that lasted well into World War II. His duties in Central  America often involved scouting for the bandits or searching for  leatherneck ground patrols that had lost contact with headquarters. Because of the thick vegetation the hunters flew as close to  the ground as possible, sometimes barely skimming trees that  stuck up 100 to 150 feet. The aircraft communicated with friendly  ground forces by dropping notes to them.
Jack often found his efforts frustrated by the erratic functioning of weapons. Poor synchronization caused forward machine  guns to bite into propellers. When he discovered an enemy pack  train moving out, he unloosed his small bomb load. “I think out of  the nine I dropped, eight were duds. That wasn’t very effective,   and my gunnery sergeant [in the observer seat] got off about one  round with the Lewis gun and it jammed. In clearing the thing he  dropped [a part] over the side.” Jack drew one small satisfaction:  “By diving on the pack train we got the mules scattered.”
Frank Croft, a 1923 academy graduate, said, “After the summer cruise, I decided I did not like the Navy. I was put on report  day after day because the Navy did not look kindly on my request  for Marine duty.” Croft admitted he was something of a nonconformist, even being arrested after a night of carousing following  receipt of his commission. Fortunately for him he faced a friendly  judge advocate who apparently honored a precept from the period: “You know you’re not a true Marine until you’ve had a general court-martial and a dose of gonorrhea.”
He arrived in Nicaragua in 1931 as a member of VM-3. The  squadron flew amphibians, capable of setting down on rivers and  small fields. “Many times we’d haul five Nicaraguan soldiers,  standing up, in one of those amphibs. They had to stand because  there wasn’t room otherwise because they had their rifles and  their packs. Those planes got airborne at 75 knots and top speed  was about 80 knots.” With no air-to-air radio, Croft explained,  “We carried a little blackboard in the cockpit. We always went in  two planes—never single—in case one had a forced landing or  was shot down. To communicate back and forth, you took this little blackboard and you wrote a message in chalk on it and then  you’d fly up alongside the other plane and hold the board outside  of the fuselage. Then the other fellow would answer you.”
On one flight in a Curtiss F8C-1, Croft, accompanied by another plane, tossed a payroll off at an appointed site and then continued toward a field near Quilali to pick up a wounded member  of the native Nicaraguan forces. “I had never been there, had  never seen it. [I] had to go in a very narrow canyon, no other way  to approach; otherwise you went over a tremendous precipice. I  went in downwind, crossed a bridge in a creek in the middle of  the field, saw the end of the field coming, so I ground looped and  stopped.
“I loaded up this wounded man, had them hold my wings at the  end of the grass strip and I got off and back to Managua. That   F8C-1 was so underpowered that it could barely get off the  ground under any condition. I never knew they were shooting at  me from both sides.” Later, Croft learned that this was the same  place where Christian Schilt earned his Medal of Honor for performing the same feat, although Schilt’s mission required ten  trips.
Frank H. Schwable, son of a career Marine officer who had  served during the Boxer Rebellion in China and the Philippine Insurrection, spent some of his boyhood years in Santo Domingo,  where in 1918 his father was on duty. “Senior officers had orderlies. An orderly had a tent and lived right in our backyard. I used  to go out and roughhouse with those guys. They taught me how to  field strip a rifle and pistol, the .45, and how to clean them, how  to hold them, how to handle them, how to aim—everything excepting how to shoot.
“They also taught me, through observing them, spit and polish.  They were always shining the brass buttons and Dad’s shoes and  boots. They really instilled me with the spirit of spit and polish,  the Marine Corps pride in your uniform, pride in the outfit. I was  born a Marine and I knew I was going to be a Marine.” A posting  for his father to Philadelphia enabled the youth to tour the Navy  yard there, where he became familiar with ships. He frequently  visited the naval aircraft factory. “They were experimenting with  arresting gear for carriers. They had an automobile with a hook  drive up the road, and they would have wires across, very much  like they do with current arresting gear, with sandbags all lined up  in the road. The farther you went, the more sandbags you picked  up until you finally stopped. They had one of the early catapults  out on the dock and were experimenting shooting airplanes off  the catapult.
“[This] is where I got my first ride in an airplane. I hung out, I  guess about a year and a half in the factories. I was there with my  tongue hanging out, dying for a ride. Finally some officer [Al  Williams, a Navy pilot specializing in experimental work and air  races] gave up and offered me a ride in an airplane. Of course I  had to get clearance from my family in case of an accident and  the family [said,] ‘Uh, uh, no soap.’ I got them to promise me if I   ever got another offer that they would sign it. About six months  later, Williams offered me a ride. Mother and Dad signed and that  was in one of those seaplanes, a Curtiss F.5L. They put me right  up in the very nose. I’ll never forget the sensations of flying but I  didn’t see anything because I didn’t have a helmet, I didn’t have  any goggles and the wind was coming in my eyes. I remember the  sensations of taxiing, taking off, flying, landing. I was an aviator  from then on. I was sold.”
Schwable entered the Naval Academy, graduating in 1929 as a  second lieutenant in the Marines. He pinned on wings in 1931,  embarking for Nicaragua in 1932. During his tour there he received the Nicaraguan Cross of Valor for meritorious service in attacks on armed bandits and helping ground troops search for  survivors of crashes in the jungle. “I dropped a few bombs and  fired a machine gun a few times,” remarked Schwable, “but you  could never see the bandits.”
Some Marine fliers became casualties of these small wars. The  Sandinistas captured, tortured, and murdered two of them; several others fell victim to noncombat crashes. At the same time,  the aviators expanded their responsibilities by establishing air  transport units that hauled cargo in the Corsairs, De Havillands,  and trimotor Fokkers.
During the late 1920s, in the Far East, Marines flew mostly reconnaissance missions in the vicinity of Tientsin while below,  warlords, Communist forces, and a government under Chiang  Kai-shek battled for control of China. Tommy Turner’s reign as  aviation commandant ended abruptly in 1931 when he impetuously rushed to inspect damage to a new amphibian after its left  wheel sank into soft sand. He walked into a still-spinning propeller. Roy S. Geiger, Marine Aviator No. 5, a veteran of the World  War I experience in France, replaced him.
In one respect the tiny Marine aviation units between the  world wars gained an advantage over their contemporaries in the  other branches of the armed forces. They accrued some battlefield knowledge dealing with ground support and bombing during their missions overseas. However, they remained as ignorant  of air-to-air combat as other U.S. fliers.
A signal influence upon the future of Marine aviation came  with the 1933 establishment of the Fleet Marine Force assigned to  seize bases for naval operations. That assignment lifted the  Marines out of the traditional duty of firefighters dispatched on  an emergency basis to trouble sites and provided a mission that  dominated World War II activities. With the ground forces committed to amphibious assaults, the airmen would concentrate  upon preinvasion bombardment and tactical support for the  landing teams. The new policy enunciated a secondary mission  for the Marines: replacement squadrons for carrier-based naval  aircraft. During the 1930s, Marine fliers qualified as carrier pilots.  At some point in World War II, however, the Marine command  made the mistake of abandoning carrier training, forcing the fliers  to depend upon land bases. That would limit their role until late  in the war when the policy changed.
A stepchild in the past, the air arm was given a somewhat more  independent status within the corps upon the creation of the Fleet  Marine Force. However, the Navy continued to be the source for  aircraft and equipment, an arrangement that often meant  Marines received second-best stuff the Navy no longer deemed  desirable or else what was available after the parent service had  filled its needs.
When he returned from Nicaragua for stateside duty, Frank  Schwable participated in exercises designed to meet the mission  of support for the Fleet Landing Force. From the airfield at Quantico he practiced dive-bombing on the Potomac River while landing craft chugged through a smokescreen. He engaged in  maneuvers at the islands of Culebra and Vieques during experiments with amphibious landings. Late in November 1941, after a  stint in the Aeronautics Division’s Plans Section, designated a  naval observer, he traveled to Cairo and London. He had just left  Singapore, bound for Karachi, when the Japanese attacked Pearl  Harbor.
In one of its more singular bounces, football brought Harold  William Bauer into the Marine Corps and aviation. From a family  of three sons and two daughters born to German immigrants,  Bauer grew up in Kansas and then Nebraska, where his father   held the job of railroad station agent. As a high school student  Bauer starred in football, track, and basketball. Only the third alternate candidate from his congressional district, in 1926, Bauer  still entered the U.S. Naval Academy. (His two younger brothers  followed him to Annapolis.)
As a plebe he combined his athletic talent with sufficient scholarship to stand 56th in a class of 528. In the varsity backfield during the following years, Bauer, a six-foot two-hundred-pounder,  ran, passed, drop-kicked, and blocked for a highly regarded  squad. But as he realized that his indulgence in sports had begun  to erode his grades, Bauer dropped basketball and lacrosse. He  also earned some nicknames. At the academy he regularly attended chapel led by a minister informally christened “Holy Joe,”  and midshipmen referred to Bauer as “another Holy Joe.” He  added to the lore by telling associates that he owed his square jaw  and dark complexion to his Native American blood. “Holy Joe”  became “Indian Joe,” perhaps a tribute to Mark Twain’s fictional  character. Newspaper accounts of a football game against the  University of Pennsylvania called him “Indian Joe Bauer,” but in  later years the ethnic reference disappeared, and even to his family he became simply Joe Bauer.
When he graduated in 1930, Bauer allegedly chose a second  lieutenant’s commission in the Marines because he believed that  might improve his opportunities to play football. He was correct;  after his basic officer training he received an assignment to Quantico, Virginia, where he played on the corps team. He spent two  springs at Annapolis assisting as a coach for basketball and  lacrosse.
Married in 1932 to Harriette Hemman, Bauer applied for aviation training and qualified for his wings in 1935. Early on he  demonstrated great skill as a fighter pilot, instructor, and tactician. Inevitably he received a promotion to a responsible position,  becoming executive officer of VMF-221. He and the squadron  were preparing to ship out from San Diego for overseas duty on  December 7, 1941.
Among the small contingent of Marine pilots in the 1930s was  Bob Galer. Son of a Seattle fire captain, Galer, born in 1913, attended the University of Washington. An all-American basketball  player, he enrolled in the Navy’s Reserve Officers Training Program because “I thought it was the best-looking operation at the  university.” He said he first considered aviation a career after  Charles A. Lindbergh, in 1927, completed the first successful solo  nonstop flight across the Atlantic.
Galer’s years in college coincided with the depths of the Great  Depression. “The maritime union struck,” he recalled, “and broke  the city of Seattle. My dad was supporting three sons in school  and they paid him in scrip that was only good for food and a few  other things. We never had any money. We all turned out to be  strikebreakers. We took jobs on the docks.” The Galer boys supplemented their income by managing fraternities. “We had to join  different ones [to get] free room and board.”
Galer took his degree in industrial engineering in 1935, and his  basketball talent helped enlist him in the Marines. “The Marine  major in charge [of the ROTC unit] was trying to recruit me to  come to Quantico to play basketball. He was talking about a regular commission, and I checked it out to find out when I could  start to fly. With a regular commission, you’d have to wait about  two years. But at the same time, the Army colonel from the ROTC  had a son whom he thought he’d get a regular commission. But  his son got turned down. He [the colonel] asked if there was any  way he could get his son a regular commission. A Marine at headquarters said, ‘There’s one possibility. A guy named Galer who’s  been lined up also put in for flying.’ ” The upshot was a trade-off  that made the colonel’s son a second lieutenant while Galer became an aviation cadet.
He soloed in the open-cockpit “Yellow Peril” biplane at Sand  Point, Washington, before moving on to Pensacola, where the instruction qualified him in seaplanes, amphibians, dive-bombers,  and fighters. (Among Galer’s “running mates” at Pensacola was  another University of Washington alum, Gregory “Pappy” Boyington, who would achieve fame and notoriety during the war.)  Halfway through the course Galer grabbed an opportunity for a  regular commission, which entitled him to live in officers’ quarters rather than the cadet barracks.
From Pensacola he headed to Quantico, where the question of  whether he would pilot a dive-bomber or a fighter arose. Galer  said he preferred to fly a fighter because “it flew faster and you  could play better.” According to Galer, “Theoretically, to get into  fighters, you had to play polo. I told them I could play polo if necessary and I got into fighters. Then I went to the first polo practice  and they understood that I had never played.” The squadron commander, Tex Rogers, allowed Galer to continue in the cockpit of  the F4B-4, a Boeing-manufactured biplane.
The squadron regularly appeared at air shows, and Rogers led  them in nonreg stunts known as hotdogging. The squadron commander happened to be courting a young woman who lived near  Quantico. “We’d take nine airplanes,” recalled Galer, “be up practicing for an air show, and end up flying between her house and  the barn.” At this time Marine fliers still learned how to take off  and land on carriers. Galer and his mates eventually qualified in  that skill at San Diego. Moreover, adhering to the doctrine that  every Marine should be versed in the arts of an infantryman, the  aviators put in time at the rifle range.
After a tour in the Caribbean that involved working with amphibians as well as fighters, Galer, in February 1941, joined VMF-2 at the Ewa base on Oahu in the Hawaiian Islands. “We flew  Brewster Buffalos [F2A-3s]. It was a dog. It was not a popular  plane but we all had them. We chased the Army Air Corps [simulated dogfights] and did night work.”
Among the ground crews servicing the Ewa-based aircraft was  Kentucky native Strimple C. Coyle, known to his friends as Jim.  “My father,” said Coyle, “was station master for the railroad in the  little town of Reeseville, Texas and then became a telegrapher for  an oil company. I was born at Una, Texas, July 31, 1920. We  moved to Fort Natchez and lived well; my father would rent a  limousine for a drive. But he died when I was nine and by 1929  the family was desperately poor. We were so poor when [the] Depression began we didn’t even know there was a Depression.”
To survive in the depths of poverty, Coyle shuttled from one  family to another, dropped out of school in the ninth grade, and at  seventeen enrolled in the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), a   government program that housed, fed, and paid young men who  worked to build the country’s infrastructure. “I was in heaven in  the CCC,” said Coyle. “It was a way out for me.” He tried to return  to his Texas roots and resume his schooling but gave it up. “I saw  a poster saying ‘Join the Marines, See the World.’ I filled out a  card, and in 1939 was sworn into the Corps.”
Following boot camp in San Diego, he became part of the Aviation Detachment stationed at North Island. Through the  Marines, he took courses enabling him to acquire his high school  equivalency and even some college credits. Orders assigned him  to the fighter squadron VMF-2, which included Bob Galer, Pappy  Boyington, and Captain Henry “Baron” Elrod, among others.
Coyle recalled his first experience aboard an aircraft carrier.  “We were having carrier qualifications for our pilots on the  Saratoga.  I was ‘an airplane pusher,’ working on the flight deck.  They would take off from the stern flying forward. When they  came back in, they would land and keep the engines running.  We’d push them forward as far toward the bow as we could, until  all planes had landed and then push them back to the stern to prepare for next take. They also had elevators take a plane down into  the bowels of the ship for work.
“Captain Elrod was a section flight leader. As his three planes  came in, we pushed the first two into slots, into the center and  starboard. I was on side of deck next to the edge and when Elrod’s  plane came he was to be pushed to the port side. Elrod was very  rough on his airplanes; he’d gun it, then jerk it around. His tail  wheel caught in a little drainage gutter. I was trapped between the  wing and edge of deck of the Saratoga. Instead of being patient  and allowing us to lift the plane out of the rain gutter, he gave it  full power. He blew me off the deck of the carrier. It was about 50  feet down to the water but there were nets spaced [alongside] and  fortunately he blew me into a net. All I had to do was climb back  up on deck.
“In January, 1941, our squadron transferred to Ewa Mooring  Mast near Pearl Harbor. Ewa Mooring Mast had previously been  used for Navy blimps on sea patrol. [When we arrived] there was  not much there, coral, sisal plants and a small strip. Over a period   of time we developed that into operational field. We had many accidents in those days. In June, 1941, Major Fife was leading a  training flight from Ewa to a Maui air base. Flying at about 9,000  feet, at night, dark, as they approached Maui, Fife lost visual contact with leading elements of flight because they entered an overcast, I believe Major Putnam was CO at that time. He was leading  the flight. They became separated and were unable to make contact again. First Lieutenant William Faris, Second Lieutenant  Werner Hagemann Jr., Second Lieutenant Clyde Story were lost  when they didn’t return with the flight.
“Not long after that we were given Brewster Buffalos. The pilots had a really bad time of it trying to fly that thing. We had  three planes in front of the ordnance shack while one of our pilots  was coming in for a landing, doing what we call bumper drills,  preparing for carrier qualification. He lost control of his plane,  crashed into two or three Brewster Buffalos sitting out in front of  the ordnance shop and which mechanics were working on. I lost  several of my buddies. They were burned to death.”
James G. Law, born in Brooklyn, New York, in 1920, grew up in  poverty. “My father left us when I was about four years old. He  was a World War I vet and was disabled by mustard gas in  France.” At sixteen Law had graduated from high school, working  part time to help support the family, and he learned a bit about  auto mechanics and plumbing from a relative. After a year on a  shipping department job, paid twelve dollars for a six-day week,  he enlisted in the First Marine Corps Reserve Battalion. “I participated in weekly drill periods with the Marine Corps Reserve and  two weeks each year at Quantico, Virginia Marine Base. The pay  for a private was $21 per month with 20 cents taken out for medical care. For each Reserve drill night, we received 70 cents (no  taxes or Social Security were deducted).” When he achieved the  rank of private first class, his pay went up to a dollar a day for  drills.
In November 1940 President Franklin D. Roosevelt declared a  period of national emergency, and a number of National Guard  and Reserve units were ordered to active duty. The outfit that included Law received its orders to report. After two months of field   training at Quantico, he sailed to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. “I was  assigned as a squad leader and as we marched along dusty roads,  up and down hills and maneuvered through the fields, I kept  watching the Marine aircraft in the air above us, and I wished I  could be up there.”
He applied for a transfer to aviation duty, a request that sat  poorly with his first sergeant, who stuck him with thirty days of  mess duty. When he finished that stint, he again sought assignment to aviation. That earned him another month in kitchens  until the top kick finally relented and helped him draft an application. When it was approved, Law checked in with the First Marine Air Group’s Headquarters and Service Squadron.
“I was excited to be around Marine aircraft, even though most  of them appeared to be obsolete. Many of them were fabric covered bi-planes.” Still, he learned to repair hydraulic cylinders,  controls, and brakes, how to splice steel cables, and other tasks.  By the summer of 1941 the corps had begun to receive new  planes—Grumman F4F Wildcat fighters and Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bombers. By July 1941, with the influx of more and more  recruits, Law made sergeant.
“There were many signs that the days of peace were running  out. We were ordered to give all our aircraft, which were bright  aluminum, a coat of camouflage paint. The top half of the planes  were painted dark blue to make them less visible from above  when flying over water. The lower half were light grey to blend in  with the sky. We also installed self-sealing fuel tanks in many of  the planes. Another safety feature to protect pilots was the installation of armor plates around the pilot’s cockpit. We had a big holiday meal on Thanksgiving in November. Things were quiet but  we had the feeling that it would not be for long, as we listened to  the news broadcasts on the radio.”
That ominous sense seemed not to have permeated the   atmosphere in Hawaii. While diplomatic relations with Japan deteriorated toward the end of the year, Galer saw no changes in the  Ewa routines. “There was practically no mention of trouble with  Japan.” Noting that the aircraft were all lined up, wingtip-to-wingtip, on the Saturday before the Pearl Harbor attack, Galer remarked that there was no suggestion they should be scattered.  Nor was there any discussion about the quality of Japanese  planes or pilots. “The first lieutenants weren’t advised. We were  too busy chasing girls and playing.”
Jim Coyle, however, said he was more aware of the gathering  storm. “I knew we would be at war with Japan. We were already  fighting in the Atlantic with submarines [U.S. Navy warships were  escorting convoys to England]. We had war games. We knew it  was going to happen. It was common talk.”
Under the charter promulgated in 1933, Marine aviation  slowly expanded, although Congress during the Great Depression  kept the armed forces on a sparse diet of appropriations. By the  end of 1941 the qualified pilots numbered 425 and the World  War I Jennies composed of wood and fabric had given way to  single-winged, all-metal fighters and bombers. On the other hand,  dependent upon the Navy for its equipment, the Marines would  begin World War II relying on the obsolete and highly vulnerable  Brewster Buffalo. Navy pilots climbed into the cockpits of F4F  Grumman Wildcats, far superior planes although weaker in some  respects than the Japanese opposition. The Marines had a single  advantage over both their colleagues in the Navy and Army. Between the world wars they alone had flown under conditions that  resembled one type of combat: attacking targets on the ground,  strafing, bombing, and dealing with fire from below. To be sure,  no Americans, except a handful of volunteers enrolled in the RAF,  engaged in aerial combat or against an enemy with sophisticated  antiaircraft.

TWO
PEARL HARBOR AND WAKE ISLAND
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In his book Devilbirds, Marine Corps combat correspondent  John De Chant reported that on December 7, 1941, “In a cottage  at the abrupt little Ewa Beach on the western shore of Oahu, Captain Dick Mangrum, a Marine dive-bomber pilot, thumbed  through the comic strips of the Honolulu paper. He shrugged off  the muted sounds of machine-gun firing. The Fleet was always  holding some kind of light-weapons exercise. Strange, though,  that this one was so early on a Sunday morning. Then bomb explosions mingled with the soft, distant snapping of the gunfire.  Thinking how damned odd that was, Mangrum looked out and  saw a tight formation of planes flying low along the beach, right  past his front door in the direction of Pearl Harbor. They had  bright-red meatballs on their wings.”
When the Japanese attacked, VMF-2 had been redesignated as  VMF-211 with the squadron located in three different places: Ewa,  Wake, and Midway islands. The Ewa complement consisted of six  officers and forty-seven enlisted men, manning ten F4F-3s—early  versions of the Grumman Wildcat—and one SNJ-3, a Texan trainer.  At the Wake Island Group eleven officers and sixteen enlisted men  operated twelve F4F-3s. The Midway Group of seventeen officers  and eighty-two enlisted men had not yet received their planes.
Bob Galer, as a fighter pilot with VMF-2, part of Marine Air  Group (MAG) Twenty-one, had spent ten months at Ewa flying an  F2A-3 Brewster Buffalo in training exercises. “On the night of December 6,” recalled Galer, “I went to a party at a big house. Two of  us stayed there on Saturday night to play golf the following day.  On Sunday morning we had a Bloody Mary, and we were out on  the lanai, and Bingo! The war started.
“We were overlooking Pearl Harbor. We could see the bombs,  and three minutes after it started we knew it was the Japs because  they came by with the red ball painted on the sides. We took off  for Ewa, and as we went by Pearl City, they strafed everything.  Trying to dodge, we drove into a cane field and got stuck. We commandeered a taxi and reached Ewa. There was very little damage  there, other than to all of the airplanes. We didn’t have one operational plane.”
Jim Coyle, a corporal in the Ordnance Section, remembered,  “That Sunday morning most of our people were on liberty after  being paid on Friday. I had duty that weekend and was standing  out in front of the barracks when a buddy, named Smits, and I  first saw the aircraft flying overhead. We saw them going toward  Pearl Harbor, and the next thing they were all over us. We thought  it was the Army on maneuvers, coming in low, firing their guns.  We thought it was fake ammunition, blanks, but they dropped  some small bombs, 100 pound bombs that exploded on the field.  They were firing at people coming out of barracks.
“Sisal plants surrounded the field. When the bullets hit the  sisal plants, it sounded like gunfire all over again. They were strafing the barracks and strafing us. My buddy and I said, what is  that? Look at those red fireballs on the fuselage and on wings, red  ball on rudder, red stripes around the fuselage. They were coming  in so low, we could see the Japs. The gunners were just grinning  at us while firing at us.
“We finally got the message. We ran into the barracks and got  our rifles. But a few weeks before our personal ammunition was  taken away from us and they took the ammunition out of the guns  in planes. They put it all in an ammo dump behind barbed wire  across the field. We ran over to the guard tent at the gate. They  had two boxes of bandoliers of ammunition, they gave us one, we  went back, found a hole in the coral and got in and began firing at  Japanese as they came over.
“No one seemed to be in control, most of our officers were on  liberty except those with specific duties. Smits and I decided to go  down to the end of the runway in case they tried to land parachute  troops. That’s where we were when the second attack began. We  said, when they come in, take one shot each, as everyone comes  across. We were very methodical, I guess we had pretty good training.
“I heard that Mrs. Elrod [the wife of Captain Henry Elrod, who  nearly blew Coyle into the sea] lived at Pearl City. Capt. Elrod was  now with a detachment on Wake Island. Mrs. Elrod was the daughter of the Navy captain or admiral, and when she met Hank he was  an enlisted man in the Marine Corps. They fell in love and got married. Hank became an officer and a pilot. She was a very special  lady. She came to the base to find out what was happening. She  was parked at the gate, ran to her car, took out a .45 automatic,  stood in middle of the street, firing at those Japanese planes.”
Just as at the Army’s Hickham and Wheeler fields, all of the  Marine planes had been parked wingtip-to-wingtip, providing  easy targets for the raiders. Confirming Coyle’s sense of chaos,  Galer said, “We were running around like chickens with their  heads cut off. We came through the gate and we were issued rifles  and told to get where they were building a swimming pool. There  was a hole and there were about a dozen Marines in there. We’d  shoot volleys at the strafers coming by.”
Richard Mangrum described the Pearl Harbor raids that cost  his squadron just about all of their aircraft as “a real first-class  strafing attack. . . .We were all extremely angry at the time. We  felt that war was imminent and an acute sense of embarrassment  that we were caught literally with our pants at half mast. I think  many of us had a whole admiration, not a grudging one, for the  professionalism of the Japanese force and a rather complete  amazement that they were as effective as they were. Our knowledge was sketchy of the Japanese, and I supposed in the junior  ranks we reflected much of the general popular opinion that by no  means could the Japanese be as efficient as we nor could they  carry out operations of that nature with the tremendous effectiveness that they did.”
So with this rude awakening to the realities of the Japanese  strength, as pilots, navigators, aerial gunners, and radiomen  plugged away at the marauders with Springfield ’03 rifles in  Hawaii, began the introduction of Marine Corps aviation to  World War II. By the time the first wave of Japanese carriers disappeared, Marine Air Group Twenty-one commander Lieutenant  Colonel Claude A. “Sheriff” Larkin not only had no more flyable  planes but also nursed shrapnel wounds in both legs and one  hand. Some ten to fifteen minutes later about thirty Aichi Vals,  dive-bombers, swooped down upon Ewa and—with the U.S. aircraft obviously demolished—bombed the buildings and sprayed  machine-gun bullets at Marines scurrying for cover or attempting  to defend their turf.
Master Technical Sergeant Emil Peters and Private William  Turner manned a .30-caliber machine gun in a parked, wrecked  dive-bomber. A burst into the belly of one Val skimming the field  drew smoke, and the plane crashed beyond the runway. Other attackers retaliated against the pair in the SBD, and the torrent of  bullets fatally wounded Turner. A third and final run by enemy  fighters doused Ewa with their machine guns, killing a sergeant  shooting at them with a rifle. As the last of the Japanese disappeared, Larkin counted three dead, one dying, and thirteen  wounded. Of his forty-eight assorted fighters, dive-bombers, and  utility planes, he had only a single transport, temporarily at Ford  Island for repairs, not totally wrecked or severely damaged.
The destruction of Marine aviation might have been even  worse had not some thirty-two fighters and bombers—including a  dozen new F4F-3 Grumman Wildcat fighters—traveled to Wake  Island’s narrow airstrip, with fourteen Brewster Buffalos ferried  by the carrier Saratoga to further strengthen that outpost. In addition, the Lexington bound for Midway Island bore eighteen of  VMSB-231’s dive-bombers. Combined with aircraft still stationed  in the continental United States following the opening salvos of  World War II, Marine aviation possessed a paltry force of some  150 planes.
At Quantico, Virginia’s, Turner airfield, Jim Law recalled lying  on his bunk, listening to a football game on the radio. Soon he   and three other Marines would meet “four young ladies who lived  in an apartment in D.C. We were promised a super home cooked  meal and then a party.
“All of a sudden, the game broadcast was interrupted with the  announcement that the naval base at Pearl Harbor had been  bombed by the Japanese Navy. I bounced off my bunk, hardly believing what I had just heard. Word spread through the barracks  like wildfire. Although we knew we were preparing for war, we  didn’t expect it to happen like this.
“In less than five minutes, a bugler sounded general quarters  and assembly. We fell into formation in front of the barracks.  The duty officer of the day made the short announcement which  I will always remember. He said, ‘Gentlemen, we are at war—  you will govern yourself [sic] accordingly. You will all report immediately to your duty stations.’ We were out of our civilian  clothes, into our working uniforms and on the flight line in a  couple of minutes.
“In spite of what had just happened a few minutes ago, everything seemed to be well organized. We were ordered to start the  engines on all aircraft that were in operating condition. They  were all quickly taxied or towed and dispersed over the whole  field. Planes were always kept fueled, but we topped off all the fuel  tanks. Roving teams of two-man armed guards covered the field,  circling the parked aircraft.
“Reports kept coming on the radio about the damage and casualties in Hawaii. We all knew that this is what we had been  training for—we just didn’t think it would happen this way. But  we were angry and raring to go.
“The First Marine Air Wing was ready to go. All the wooden  crates and boxes that we had for shipping tools, equipment, generators, etc. had been saved and were ready to be packed. They  were all marked and identified as to squadron and also what was  in the boxes. During the night of 7 December 1941, these boxes  were brought out of the warehouses that they were stored in and  stacked next to the hangars. We didn’t know where we might be  going but we assumed it would be some place and soon.”
During the first days and weeks after the bombing, extreme   frustration gripped Marine pilots like Galer who had no flyable  airplanes. “We were kind of helpless. Every man I knew wanted to  get a shot at the bastards,” he said. But for the moment he and the  others in Marine aviation met for briefings and concentrated on  improving their skills as foot soldiers, learning to dig better  trenches and sharpen their aim with rifles.
Joe Bauer re-created his memories of the days leading up to  Pearl Harbor and immediately after in what became his war  diary. “. . . we never doubted a minute that we would eventually  be at war with somebody, but somehow we felt that it just couldn’t  happen till the summer of ’42. We also felt quite certain that we  were going to be allowed to be with our families [he had both a  wife and a young son] for several more months before any emergency might arise to drag us away. The USS Saratoga was scheduled to leave San Diego for Honolulu about 9 Dec. And so far we  were not included on her passenger list.
“About that time, the lid blew off! We received orders to go to  Honolulu on 8 Dec. aboard the USS Saratoga. That gave us exactly one week to get our personal affairs squared away, get our  squadron gear together and get packed. It was a very hectic week,  I can assure and as you no doubt remember was climaxed by the  news that Japan made a surprise attack on Oahu.”
The devastation at Pearl Harbor stunned Bauer. “Imagine seeing 6 or 8 battleships either capsized or sitting neatly on the bottom of the harbor, 2 or 3 cruisers in the same fix, destroyers and  other ships destroyed, hangars burned and airplane remains littered about like a junk heap.”
For other Marine aviators, however, the assault upon Pearl  Harbor was only a prelude to their confrontation with the  Japanese. Guam, encircled by the other Mariana Islands with  Japanese bases on them, fell swiftly on December 9 and 10. As the  Imperial forces began to overwhelm the defenses in the Philippines, tiny Wake Island, named for a British sea captain from the  eighteenth century, two thousand miles due west of Honolulu and  one of the farthest outposts of the United States in the Pacific,  awaited its turn. Pan American Airways, which in 1935 inaugurated its China Clipper service, had secured rights to use Wake as   one of its sites for landing, refueling, and even temporarily housing passengers. Simultaneously, alongside construction crews for  the airline, the U.S. Navy began to convert Wake into an island  bastion.
Unlike Guam, surrounded by Japanese-held islands, Wake  stood in total isolation, nearly a thousand miles from its nearest  neighbor. The theory behind the decision to fortify and defend  Wake, enunciated by Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, Commander  in Chief, Pacific, from his Pearl Harbor headquarters, held that  Wake was key to any attempt by the Japanese to expand eastward  into the Pacific. A stout defense of Wake would force the Japanese  to commit substantial assets, exposing their ships to the American fleet. What Kimmel and his like-minded strategists had not  taken into account was the catastrophic destruction on December  7 that befell the U.S. Pacific Fleet. There was no armada to sally  forth against a Nipponese thrust.
Army troops, the remnants of a Marine battalion evacuated  from China, small elements of the Asiatic fleet, and Air Corps personnel defended the Philippines. Wake, actually the largest of a  coral atoll that included Wilkes and Peale islands, at the start of  December 1941 hosted a Marine garrison of about four hundred;  a seventy-five-man Navy contingent, mostly to service the naval  air station; and almost twelve hundred civilian workers hired to  construct the facilities for Pan Am and fortifications. Captain  Henry S. Wilson supervised a five-man team from the Army, operating an Army communications radio van that would assist B-17s  traveling to the Philippines.
Arriving at Wake on December 4, having taken off from the  carrier  Enterprise, were twelve F4F-3 Wildcats, the newest fighter  additions to the arsenal that belonged to Marine aviation’s VMF-211. Although far more effective machines than the pitiful Buffalos, the first Wildcats had neither protective armor for the pilots  nor self-sealing gas tanks. The bomb racks did not accommodate  the ordnance at Wake. Identification Friend or Foe (IFF) devices  had not yet been installed, and Wake itself lacked radar. The  Grumman fighter was equipped only with a mechanical system  for raising or lowering its landing gear. Pilots cranked a chain   mechanism with one hand while controlling the stick with the  other. Wildcats also posed an inherent problem when land-based.  The high, narrow-tracked gear elevated the wing, making the aircraft vulnerable to crosswinds during takeoffs and landings. As a  result, pilots, particularly inexperienced ones, coped with a tendency to ground loop. Aircraft carriers limited this problem by  turning in an appropriate direction when launching or receiving  their planes.
Furthermore, none of the fliers on Wake had more than thirty  hours of experience in the F4F-3. The narrow strip hacked into  the coral and scrub and could accommodate only one takeoff at a  time. Revetments or shelter for planes remained on the drawing  board. The initial forty-seven ground crewmen brought to Wake  included only two airplane and engineer mechanics; the remainder specialized in ordnance.
In the first days after VMF-211 touched down at Wake, Major  Paul Putnam, the CO, dispatched his fliers on patrols and practice  bombing and strafing runs. Major Walter Bayler, with the Marine  unit establishing the air base, wrote a note to his wife on Sunday,  December 7 (Wake is on the western side of the International  Date Line from Hawaii) remarking, “It’s a beautiful spot. . . . and  so utterly peaceful.”
On December 8 at 6:30 A.M. on Wake, the Army’s Captain Wilson telephoned the airfield radio trailer. John De Chant reported  the sergeant on duty as mumbling, “I can’t believe what I’m hearing” while he held the earphones to the mouth of the phone. Wilson listened to a Morse code transmission from Hawaii—“SOS.  SOS. Japs attacking Oahu. This is the real thing. Hickham Field  and Pearl Harbor under attack,” ending with the tocsin, “This is  no drill!” Bill Sloan, who interviewed the Army radioman  Sergeant Ernest Rogers for his book Given Up for Dead, said  Rogers hopped into a motorcycle sidecar; the driver brought him  to Wilson with the message. A sailor on duty at the Wake Navy  radio shack copied a similar report from Pearl Harbor.
Wilson alerted the Marine commandant, Major James P. Devereux, and the entire garrison scrambled for their duty stations.  Putnam put up a flight of four Wildcats, led by Captain Henry   “Baron” Elrod, which roamed a southern sector until their gas  ran low and another echelon of four replaced them in the sky. A  Pan Am Clipper, having taken off at dawn for Guam, was recalled,  and its pilot agreed to help search the area. None of the Wake aviators saw anything untoward.
Just before noon, however, the men on Wake heard the roar of  multiple motors. Out of a rain squall came two dozen aircraft,  dead-on for the island. At three thousand feet they crossed the  reef that girded Wake and systematically pounded the atoll. The  deluge of bombs and the hail of machine-gun bullets killed or  wounded seven pilots and twenty-one of the ground crew, wiping  out seven of the Wildcats on the ground and damaging one. Gas  dumps erupted in flames, and the raid wrecked the meager repair  sheds. Elrod’s air patrol landed, having fruitlessly searched a sector that did not cover the bombers’ route. One F4F-3 struck debris, damaging the propeller. Wake’s air force now numbered only  four planes.
Putnam and Bayler studied their maps and concluded that the  marauders took off from the Marshall Islands. They plotted the  most likely time and direction for the next waves. On Tuesday, December 9, Elrod and three others attempted to engage twenty-seven twin-engine Mitsubishi Nell bombers. Technical Sergeant  William J. Hamilton, one of two enlisted pilots, in tandem with  Lieutenant Dave Kliewer dove on a nine-plane element. The  Marines slashed through the formation spraying .50-caliber bullets, but the Nells stolidly droned on course. The Grummans  wheeled, tearing through the enemy a second time and then a  third. One bomber started to wobble and burn. Hamilton and  Kliewer poured more bullets into the bomber, which crashed into  the sea. This first knockdown by Marine fighters, however, did not  seriously interfere with the attack, which blasted buildings, antiaircraft positions, and even the well-marked hospital. The raiders  killed or wounded dozens from the Marine garrison and the civilian workforce.
The Japanese struck again on December 10, arriving right on  the schedule predicted by Major Putnam, showing up just before  11:00 A.M. They devastated Wilkes Island, igniting a monster explosion in the construction team’s dynamite stores, which in turn  blew up much of the antiaircraft and coastal battery ammunition  cached on Wilkes. On this occasion Henry Elrod, diving upon the  bombers, scored two kills.
The inevitable surfaced the following day. Before dawn, look-outs peering seaward from the Wake beaches with binoculars  picked out faint blinks of light and some indistinct shapes. Devereux, who knew no U.S. task force could be in the vicinity,  squinted into the darkness with night glasses, and he realized an  invasion fleet was approaching his tiny enclave. A pair of Wildcats  on reconnaissance reported fourteen ships, light cruisers, destroyers, smaller gunboats, and transports.
When the lead ships steamed within forty-five hundred yards  of the shore, Wake’s coastal guns greeted them. The cruiser Yubari  reeled from four hits, and a battery on Wilkes put a shell into the  destroyer  Hayate, apparently detonating its fuel and ammunition  and causing a huge fireball that killed every one of the 167 sailors.  Two rounds damaged a second destroyer, another cruiser absorbed a hit on a turret, and the artillery heavily damaged or even  sank one transport. The invaders scattered. A duel ensued between a single functioning gun on Peale and three destroyers,  with the American gunners registering several hits before the  Japanese broke off the engagement and joined a general retreat.
Out of range of the batteries on Wake, the Japanese were  stunned to suddenly find themselves under attack by the four remaining Wildcats, each armed with two hundred-pound bombs—  slung under the wings in a homemade rack devised by pilot Herb  Freuler—and fully loaded .50-caliber machine guns. Although  Japanese submarines had reported the presence of American  combat aircraft, the Japanese strategists had not bothered to provide air cover for their ships. Putnam himself led three captains,  Elrod, Freuler, and Frank “Duke” Tharin. Working together, Elrod  and Tharin focused on the two cruisers, Tenryu and Tatsuta. They  hit both vessels before hurrying back to the landing strip to be  rearmed.
In the central command shack, Major Walter Bayler listened to  the radio messages between the two pilots as they went after the   destroyer Kisaragi. “Hey, Duke, see that big fat son of a bitch  straight ahead?” Elrod asked Tharin.
“I see him,” answered Tharin. “Let’s get him.”
After an interval during which Bayler heard the crackle of   machine-gun fire, Elrod shouted, “You hit him, Duke. You hit him  with your second. Look at the smoke!”
Tharin responded, “You didn’t do so bad yourself. Your first  one rattled his rivets.” Actually, the pair made four round trips  seeking to blast the destroyer. Only one of their bombs actually  struck the destroyer. But it was enough. A fire belowdecks could  not be contained despite desperate efforts by the crew to extinguish the blaze. Lieutenant John Kinney, who had relieved two of  the Wildcat pilots, was about to start his bomb run on the Kisaragi  when the destroyer’s depth charges detonated, hurling fire, men,  and debris into the air as it foundered.
Immediately after the remainder of the enemy flotilla scurried  away, the report to the Pacific Fleet Command from the senior  Wake officer, Navy Commander Winfield Scott Cunningham, carried the customary padding for coded messages: “SEND US STOP  NOW IS THE TIME FOR ALL GOOD MEN TO COME TO THE AID OF THEIR  PARTY CUNNINGHAM MORE JAPS . . .” Unfortunately the extraneous  words included what author Sloan said was a private joke by the  Navy radio officers. A public relations zealot instantly hailed the  embattled Marines of Wake as requesting, “Send us more Japs.”  After the war Cunningham, who had very little to do with the actual defense, and Devereux vigorously denied ever desiring to see  more of the enemy.
The first effort to vanquish Wake had been rebuffed, but the  tiny Marine air arm was down to its last two planes. During  Elrod’s passes at the enemy ships, machine-gun bullets riddled his  F4F-3. On his final flight, with an oil line severed, the Baron desperately headed back to Wake. His sputtering engine carried him  only as far as a boulder-strewn beach where he crash-landed.  Amazingly he survived without injury, but the plane was beyond  repair. Herb Freuler, in his badly shot-up fighter, managed a dead-stick landing on the airstrip, but the wounds to his engine rendered the aircraft unflyable.
The days of VMF-211 dwindled. Kliewer, scouring the offshore  waters, claimed he caught an enemy submarine charging its batteries on the surface. He strafed the U-boat and dropped his  bombs from so low an altitude that the explosions scorched his  fuselage and shrapnel punctured his wings. The target submerged  rapidly. Back on Wake, Kliewer informed Paul Putnam of the action, and the Marine commander took off to investigate. All he  could find was a large oil slick. Whether Kliewer actually destroyed a sub was never confirmed, although the Japanese would  later question captured Americans about a missing submarine.
Tharin, on a routine dusk patrol, came upon a lone four-engine  Mavis bomber. It dropped its ordnance and then started a strafing  run. Tharin dove on the Mavis and riddled it with .50-caliber bullets before the plane burst into flames and then crash-landed in  the water. The Marine returned to Wake and picked up some  bombs, intending to destroy the still-floating aircraft, but when  he came back it had slid under the ocean.
The Japanese continued to hammer the island from the air.  The Marines kept their two Wildcats going by cannibalizing parts  from the wrecked planes. Freuler, although hobbled by diarrhea,  devised a system for transferring oxygen from storage tanks,  stored for construction projects, into the small bottles used by  aviators. John Kinney and William Hamilton, when not in the air,  helped rebuild engines and replace parts.
During one raid a bomb fell directly upon an unfinished revetment with its Grumman. As the enemy planes departed, Kinney  and Hamilton with several others sprinted toward the burning  Wildcat. Two men began unbolting the still-intact engine while  others hurried up with a hoist to lift it free. Despite the intense  heat from the blaze, they succeeded, and Kinney, driving a tractor,  hauled the engine to one of the Wildcats that needed a new motor.
As early as December 10, Admiral Kimmel in Honolulu—recognizing the precarious status of Wake and its strategic value for  retaining island bases at Midway, Palmyra, and Johnston—  drafted a plan to resupply and reinforce Wake by means of a task  force that would include an aircraft carrier. Ultimately, on December 15, Task Force Fourteen set out for Wake with the   Saratoga, bearing VMF-221 plus many Navy fighters, a small  galaxy of destroyers, cruisers, and a seaplane tender packed with  Marines. They could not reach Wake before December 23.
Joe Bauer with VMF-221 was under no illusions about the dire  fate he faced. “. . . news we received upon landing at Pearl Harbor—namely that we were to go to Wake—sorta stunned me. I felt  very sorry for the Marines at Wake and wanted to go to their aid  but at the same time I could see the futility of it all. Wake would  fall to the Japs whenever they wanted to make the necessary effort. It could not be protected by our surface vessels due to its distance from Pearl Harbor. We felt the Wake garrison should be  evacuated rather than send more lambs to the slaughter. . . . We  left Pearl Harbor aboard the USS Saratoga feeling that we were to  be sacrificed but we were determined to do our bit for our country and were proud to be able to serve her even for such a small  thing as Wake Island. The general frame of mind then was that we  knew it was curtains but we felt a sense of pride in our position  for being called on to aid the gallant defenders of Wake and were  completely resigned to our fate.”
So depressed was Bauer that on December 24 he wrote what he  believed was a farewell, addressed “Dearest Little Family,” which  included his wife Harriette and Dolly, a sister who lived with  them. “. . . I don’t think there is much doubt that you and Billy  [his son] will soon be on your own. Please don’t take it too hard.  Buckle down and face it as inevitable. . . . You might as well move  to Waco until the war is over, and then do whatever you like. Try  to get some sort of a job to keep yourself occupied. Raise Billy to  be a man and not a Mama’s boy. Make him earn money as soon as  he is physically capable. That is very important!”
Bauer instructed his wife about changes of address, reminded  her that she should “Take care of the insurance, and it will take care  of you.” He advised her to seek legal advice for settling problems  and warned she should be careful “they do not take you for a ride.  You have been the most wonderful little wife any man could ask for  and have been forced to put up with a very disagreeable husband.  Please forgive all of this as I really love you and Billy with all my  heart. Dolly, you have had to put up with a lot of grief in your    life due to certain fatal mistakes [unknown]. Do try to keep Harriette from making similar ones.”
After asking the recipients to pass word to his parents on how  much he loved them and convey his remembrances of others, he  finished, “I only wish I could go to my grave knowing I had lived  a more generous and serviceable life.”
At the same time, the Japanese, bruised by the treatment of  their first invasion fleet, organized a new task force that would reinforce the assault on Wake with a pair of carriers. The two task  forces raced toward the objective, and the Japanese finished first.  On December 21 their flattops had steamed to within two hundred miles northwest of the island, well within range of their  fighters and dive-bombers. The American warships were still  some six hundred miles east, too far to help the beleaguered.  Whether Wake could have held out until Task Force Fourteen entered the battle became moot. President Franklin D. Roosevelt, in  consultation with his Navy Secretary Frank Knox, had relieved  Kimmel because of the disaster
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