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			Dedicated to the valiant warriors of Fighting Fifteen,

			the U.S. Navy’s true top guns of World War II

		

	
		
			Prologue

			October 12, 1944

			Spike Borley had never wished for a reason to abort a mission. Until now.

			Orange-magenta rays of light were just filtering through the low gray scud as sixteen Grumman F6F Hellcats effected their rendezvous high above the fleet carrier USS Essex (CV-9). Two of the glossy sea blue–colored fighter planes signaled that they were returning to the ship due to mechanical failures. One had a windshield spattered black with oil from a troubling engine leak.

			A fouled engine would be a perfect reason to return to base, but Ensign Borley’s eighteen-cylinder Pratt & Whitney engine was purring perfectly. The reason for his apprehension this morning was the nature of his squadron’s mission. VF-15 was going in to execute a fighter sweep over central Formosa (modern Taiwan), to clear the air of any enemy aircraft before waves of task force bombers and torpedo bombers arrived to attack.

			What troubled young Borley was the fact that the only visuals his squadron had of the large Japanese-held island of Formosa were from submarine periscope photos. Intelligence warned that the Japanese might have as many as two dozen airfields on the island and more than three hundred aircraft to greet their strike group.

			Clarence Borley was just two years removed from the ranches of Yakima, Washington, where he had been raised. Following his high school graduation in 1942, he had taken a bus to Seattle, where he enlisted in the Navy and was soon accepted into flight school. In the spring of 1944, he had been assigned to VF-15 in Hawaii, shortly before the squadron deployed on the carrier Essex.

			In the months since Fighting Fifteen had made its first combat flights in May 1944, Borley had been credited with only one aerial victory, a Zeke fighter he’d shot down just two days before. His flight today was loaded with bona fide aces: the thirteen VF-15 pilots launched from Essex had scored more than four dozen kills, and six of the pilots with him had already shot down five or more enemy aircraft. Lieutenant Commander George Duncan and Lieutenant (junior grade) George Carr each had 9.5 kills to their credit, and squadron skipper Jim Rigg had nine.

			One hour out from the ship, as the VF-15 flight approached Formosa’s outer islands, the action commenced. Numerous enemy aircraft were tallyhoed at 23,000 feet. (The radio call of “Tallyho!” originated from the British air force, whose pilots had used the old fox hunting call since the late 1930s to announce their spotting of enemy aircraft.) Lieutenant Commander Rigg called for his Hellcat pilots to begin climbing. It was time to engage the Japanese fighters who were awaiting them.

			Rigg, Carr, and Duncan each added another kill to their personal tallies. Four junior Essex fighter pilots made their first kills on the mission. But the action was not one-sided: two VF-15 planes were lost.

			Attaining ace status this day was far removed from Borley’s thoughts as he entered the big aerial melee. And yet, in a series of twisting, diving engagements, he did just that with judicious bursts of his .50-caliber wing guns. Borley shot down four enemy fighter planes. Suddenly he became the youngest American ace in the Navy, having reached the age of twenty only in July.

			As the action waned, Borley and his wingman joined a larger formation of Hellcats turning for home. Spotting Japanese aircraft taking off from Keishu Airfield on Formosa, Borley made a strafing run on an antiaircraft position. As he pulled out of his run, he was flying fast across the island at 2,000 feet. That’s when his good luck finally ran out.

			An antiaircraft shell, estimated to be of 40mm size, struck his F6F. His cockpit filled with smoke and his left leg throbbed with pain from embedded shrapnel. His cockpit smelled of burning rubber, and his external belly tank was ablaze. Fearing his Grumman could explode at any moment, Borley struggled to get the fuel tank to release.

			Finally, it dropped. By this time he had a bigger problem. His engine seized up and quit. His only hope was to try to reach the open ocean before his powerless Hellcat dropped onto the enemy island. Borley had just cleared the coastline when he slammed into the ocean, still making 90 knots.

			His plane broke up on impact, but Borley was able to scramble free. He quickly inflated his yellow Mae West life jacket and began swimming. He feared becoming a prisoner of war, so he pushed hard toward the open water.

			But his worst fears were soon realized. A small Japanese fishing vessel along the coast veered toward him. As it approached, he could see Japanese men topside looking at him. Borley pulled out his .38-caliber sidearm and raised it at the oncoming enemy.

			He had no idea if the gun would even fire after having been submerged in salt water. But Spike Borley was not going to become a POW if he could help it.
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						In late March 1944, the pilots of VF-15 were treated to a dinner party on Oahu, hosted by Countess Alexa von Tempsky Zabriskie. In her personal scrapbook, the VF-15 pilots added their “Satan’s Playmates” squadron logo and all of their autographs. Weeks later, VF-15 was at war on their carrier, Essex. Many of the pilots who signed this page would not survive.

						John Barry III

					
				
			

		

	
		
			One

			Dashing Dave

			September 15, 1942

			Near Guadalcanal

			Dave McCampbell never saw it coming.

			A half hour earlier, he had simply been doing his job. As the primary landing signal officer (LSO) on board one of the U.S. Navy’s newest aircraft carriers, he was in charge of directing and managing the landing of all combat airplanes. Lieutenant McCampbell, standing on a platform at the very aft end of the 19,000-ton carrier USS Wasp (CV-7), had used his special canvas-covered signal paddles to coach in eight Grumman F4F Wildcat fighter planes and three Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bombers.

			If a pilot was too low or too high to safely make his landing on Wasp’s teakwood flight deck, McCampbell directed him up or down. A pilot coming in too fast or endangering another aircraft still on deck would be given a “wave-off,” or a refusal to be taken on board. When a plane was properly aligned above the deck, he gave them the “cut”—a paddle across his throat to signal that the pilot should chop his throttle. Once McCampbell had brought the group of fighters and bombers in, his job was complete for a while. As plane handlers (called “airedales”) struck these planes below the flight deck via the amidships aircraft elevator, McCampbell made a quick trip down to his cabin, located one deck above the hangar deck.

			After a brief break, he headed topside again, back to his duty station. He climbed up a steel ladder to reach Wasp’s flight deck. As he walked aft, McCampbell was greeted by the carrier’s arresting gear officer. There was a problem. One of the steel cables used to snag the tailhooks of landing planes was badly frayed, and the officer recommended that McCampbell’s deckhands should replace it.
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					Lieutenant Dave McCampbell (on platform with LSO paddles) in 1942 while serving as the landing signal officer on the carrier Wasp. Standing behind him is his assistant landing signal officer, Ensign George E. “Doc” Savage.

					National Archives, 80-G-K-687

				
			
			The time was 1444.

			As the two officers strolled across the flight deck, an unseen menace was unleashing a deadly attack. The skies were clear blue with unlimited visibility as the Japanese fleet submarine I-19, skippered by Commander Takakazu Kinashi, fired a full nest of six torpedoes at the American carrier fleet. His precision could not have been better. Three warheads struck Wasp. Two missed ahead of the flattop, with one exploding in the destroyer USS O’Brien (DD-415). The sixth torpedo passed astern or under Wasp and ran another seven minutes before exploding into the side of the battleship USS North Carolina (BB-55).

			The incoming torpedoes were spotted, but the carrier’s skipper, Captain Forrest Sherman, only had time to order hard left rudder. Before his mighty warship could twist out of the way, two torpedoes exploded almost simultaneously directly beneath the forward five-inch gun galleries on the starboard side. Wasp was whipped violently as smoke, debris, and flames belched skyward.

			As the first warhead exploded, McCampbell assumed that Wasp had been struck by a dive-bombing attack. He and the other officer scrambled into the catwalk lining the flight deck. Peeking up to see where the bomb had exploded, McCampbell saw nothing. At that instant, a third torpedo exploded, and the number two elevator was blown ten feet into the air.

			Dave jumped to his feet and sprinted aft on the flight deck toward his LSO station. The carrier vibrated so violently that it knocked him to the flight deck. Picking himself up, he raced back to his abandon-ship station.

			The power went out, so McCampbell heard no communications. I-19’s torpedo hits were disastrous. Fueled and armed aircraft on Wasp’s hangar deck caught fire and exploded. Twenty minutes after the third torpedo hit, ruptured fuel lines triggered another massive internal explosion that cooked off other torpedoes, bombs, and fuel on the hangar deck. The devastation was extensive, and Wasp was soon a raging inferno. Thousands of rounds of .30- and .50-caliber machine-gun ammunition began exploding. Firefighting efforts were in vain as fire swept through the ship. By 1520, Captain Sherman climbed to the bridge to apprise the task force commander, Rear Admiral Leigh Noyes, that it was time to abandon ship. Lack of communication power meant that the order was passed verbally, and it took some time for many to receive the word.

			McCampbell was surprised just a half hour after the explosions to see sailors starting to go over the fantail. Dozens of knotted lines were dangling over the sides, and men began dropping toward the ocean. Many enlisted flight deck personnel had gathered near him. He and one of his dive-bomber pilots, Lieutenant (jg) Spencer Wright, began working to lower an eighteen-man lifeboat suspended from the overhang of the stern of the ship. As they eased it toward the water, Wright suddenly released the line on his side. As the lifeboat plunged the remaining distance to the water below, McCampbell was jerked off the deck into the pulley before he released the line.[1]

			McCampbell then remained at his station, ensuring that all his people made it over the side from the stern or went down to the hangar deck to climb down lines there. He finally decided it was time to go. He removed his shirt and shoes and then prepared to execute something he had always wanted to do: a 1.5 flip dive with a full twist. In his youth, he had been a championship diver.
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					McCampbell survived the sinking of the Wasp after she was torpedoed off Guadalcanal by a Japanese submarine in November 1942.

					U.S. Navy photo

				
			
			When the time came, he climbed atop a square loudspeaker box and surveyed the ocean below. To his disappointment, he saw too many people in the water and too much floating debris to dive safely. “I held my nose with one hand and my family jewels with the other, and I jumped,” he recalled.[2]

			As he leapt, thoughts rushed through his head. This might be it for me. Well, at least my insurance is paid up. The fall was longer than he imagined: close to sixty feet due to the starboard list of Wasp. He plunged deep beneath the waves and then scrambled back to the surface. The burning, exploding carrier drifted down on him, and McCampbell fought to swim clear.

			As he made his way around to the starboard side of the ship, McCampbell found three men he knew on a makeshift life raft fashioned from their belts and floating lumber. Seeing that their little raft wouldn’t support four people, McCampbell set off swimming for a destroyer about three hundred yards away. It got underway before he reached it, leaving him stranded again. At one point McCampbell took a rest on the edge of a floating mattress that Captain Sherman was on.[3]

			Spotting another destroyer, he started swimming for it. En route, he was scooped up by the crew of a motor whaleboat from the destroyer USS Farenholt (DD-491). After more than three hours in the ocean, he found himself in the same rescue vessel as Rear Admiral Noyes. McCampbell quickly advised Noyes of having seen Wasp’s Captain Sherman clinging to a large floating mattress earlier. The whaleboat motored over and rescued the carrier’s skipper before depositing all three men on Farenholt.

			After cleaning some of the oil off his body with kerosene, McCampbell got a shower. He walked out on deck naked, hoping to find some clothes. He instead spotted a wounded shipmate floating on a raft down below Farenholt. McCampbell and a destroyer officer jumped overboard and helped get the wounded man into a stretcher to be brought aboard. Before the task group cleared the area that evening, Admiral Noyes directed one of his destroyers to finish off his flagship, Wasp, with torpedoes to prevent her from falling into enemy hands.[4]

			During the return to port, McCampbell was offered the destroyer executive officer’s cabin and some oversized clothing. McCampbell ultimately secured passage on a troop transport back to San Diego. In October 1942, he learned of his promotion to lieutenant commander and thirty days of survivor leave that would enable him to visit his family in Norfolk.

			By the time his leave ended, McCampbell had received new orders. His naval aviation career was still relatively young, but that would soon change.

			

			—

			Dave McCampbell’s fascination with aviation began with Jenny at age nine.

			Manufactured by the Curtiss Aeroplane and Motor Company of Buffalo and Hammondsport, New York, “Jenny” was the nickname for the company’s JN-4 model of biplanes. In 1916, Curtiss began building the twin-seat propeller planes as training aircraft for the American and Canadian militaries. Following World War I, thousands of surplus Jennys—with forty-four-foot wingspans and a maximum speed of 75 miles per hour—were sold at bargain prices to private owners.

			Dave’s maternal grandfather, a wealthy wholesale and retail hardware businessman, bought a Jenny and offered several rides to his young grandson. His love of aviation began.[5]

			David McCampbell was born on January 16, 1910, in the town of Bessemer, Alabama, to Andrew Jackson and Elizabeth LaValle Perry McCampbell. His father, the son of an Alabama farmer, worked in the family hardware business during his early years. Young Dave made extra money by mowing grass and delivering milk from the family’s ten cows. As a child, he developed a love for swimming that became his passion later in school.

			In 1920, Andrew McCampbell moved his family to West Palm Beach, Florida, to start his own furniture store. In 1923, David entered the prestigious Staunton Military Academy in Staunton, Virginia, where he was educated on military discipline. He then enrolled in Georgia Tech in 1928, aspiring to earn his engineering degree with hopes of later working as a civil engineer for his uncle’s road construction firm. He began to date Sara Jane Heliker, a black-haired young woman his age with flashing eyes. An outstanding dancer who was later schooled in New York to become a photographic model and professional dancer, Heliker was nicknamed “Jill” by McCampbell.

			At Georgia Tech, McCampbell tried his hand on the freshman football team, but at a mere 156 pounds he didn’t have the bulk to compete against the bigger players. He turned to his love of swimming, competing on the collegiate team as a backstroker and a diver. By 1929 the family business had expanded to three stores and was doing quite well—until the crash of the New York Stock Exchange that year plunged America into the Great Depression.[6]

			With the economic boom now a bust, young Dave knew his parents could not continue to afford his schooling. “I figured it was an undue burden on my family to continue my education, when I could get a free education at the Naval Academy,” he recalled. During his time with the ROTC at Georgia Tech, McCampbell had made a reserve cruise over the summer. The Navy suited him just fine, and his local Florida senator recommended him for an appointment to Annapolis.[7]

			Upon receiving his appointment, Dave was given a ten-day break in 1929 to drive to Miami to take his entrance examinations. This offered him a chance to drive to West Palm Beach to visit Jill, whom he had not seen in months, at her home. He passed the test and enjoyed his days with her before heading to the academy in Maryland.[8]

			McCampbell was an average student at the academy, where he spent all four years on the diving team. During his third year, he won the Eastern Intercollegiates and was runner-up in his senior year. He was prevented from competing in the 1932 Olympics due to his poor grades in Spanish. Dave also pursued his interest in aviation at the academy, obtaining several familiarization flights in seaplanes. His relationship with Jill Heliker took a back seat during these years, and he eventually heard from her that she had married another man, Gilbert Kahn, the son of a wealthy banker.[9]

			Upon his graduation from Annapolis in June 1933, Dave was honorably discharged due to congressional legislation limiting commissions in the U.S. Navy that year. McCampbell tried to enter flight training with the Army Air Corps but was medically declined due to hyperphoria of the right eye, a condition that left vision in that eye slanted upward. McCampbell remained in the reserves, taking a job as an assembly mechanic with an Alabama construction company. By May 1934, the Navy had transferred him back to full service, and he was commissioned an ensign. He served on the cruiser USS Portland (CA-33) and later was her aircraft gunnery observation officer for Scouting Squadron Eleven.[10]

			The handsome dark-haired, blue-eyed aviator had no trouble finding company with ladies during his off time. In later years he would jestingly sign his name as “Dashing Dave” without adding his surname. But McCampbell’s bachelor days came to an end when he began dating Susan Rankin from Glendale, California. They were soon engaged and married on June 26, 1936, spending their honeymoon in Honolulu while Portland was in overhaul.

			McCampbell applied for flight duty again that year but was again turned down due to his eye. After a six-month cruise on Portland, he was finally cleared for flight school by a different flight surgeon. In June 1937, he reported to the naval air station (NAS) in Pensacola, Florida, for flight training. He proved to be a natural, having spent countless hours flying as an observer off Portland. “I was comfortable in the air,” McCampbell recalled. At times his pilot had allowed him to take the controls. In Squadron One, the first stage of his flight training, McCampbell was the first pilot of his class to complete a solo flight.[11] Four more stages of flight training followed; during them the young students mastered various trainer aircraft, from floatplanes to seaplanes to multi-engine torpedo planes.

			Life in Pensacola was grand for the young married aviation student, who continued to gain confidence with each passing month. McCampbell was pinned with his golden wings on April 23, 1938. With a high class standing, he requested and received orders to a fighting squadron, Fighting Squadron Four (VF-4) on the carrier USS Ranger (CV-4).

			McCampbell learned to fly the Grumman F3F biplane fighter, which had a wingspan of thirty-two feet and a maximum speed of 264 miles per hour. He found the biplane to be very maneuverable, with a good rate of climb and a solid gunnery platform. Ensign McCampbell earned the “E” for excellence mark for both his gunnery and bombing marksmanship. “They used to call me a hotshot, but I really wasn’t that hot,” he recalled. He would later credit his tactical skills to an excellent cadre of instructors and senior section leader pilots.[12]

			Tailhook landings on the early flattops were a learning experience. During his early qualification landings on Ranger, McCampbell failed to lower his hook. His F3F slammed into the barrier with enough force that his nose received a permanent scar after his face rammed into the gunsight. McCampbell served two years with VF-4 on Ranger before being assigned to the new carrier Wasp as she was put into commission in 1940. Dave’s flight time decreased during 1941 as he transitioned into the role of assistant landing signal officer for Wasp’s air group, eventually working his way up to senior LSO.[13]

			During the early months of World War II, Wasp participated in convoy escort duty, including two trips to Malta to deliver Supermarine Spitfire Mk Vb fighters. Following the Pacific carrier battles of the Coral Sea and Midway in 1942, the carrier shifted to the Pacific theater in time to support the U.S. invasion of Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. Wasp’s service in the campaign was brief, ended by the three torpedoes from the submarine I-19. Throughout the early months of war, McCampbell had not lost the urge to get out from behind his paddles and into a cockpit to fight. “I always had that desire, even when we weren’t in combat,” he later stated.[14]

			After his survival leave, McCampbell was assigned to the operational training command for new aviators in Jacksonville, Florida. After brief stints at NAS Cecil Field and NAS Fort Lauderdale, McCampbell was ordered to the newly commissioned NAS Melbourne, a sprawling base for advanced training of carrier-based fighter pilots. Lieutenant McCampbell was the senior landing signal officer, tasked with training a new cadre of LSOs. “I let them do most of the work, and I’d supervise every day,” he recalled.[15]

			Because he was a veteran of the carrier fleet, his services were essential. But the ensuing months of training work did not satisfy McCampbell. He was teaching men he knew had the opportunity to achieve great success in aerial combat. His first class of twelve at Melbourne included two men who would wind up becoming top U.S. Navy fighter aces, Alex Vraciu and Gene Valencia. Like McCampbell, Valencia had been pulled into instructional work in 1942 but he managed to talk his way into a new squadron in 1943, VF-9 on board the new carrier Essex.

			Through the first half of 1943, McCampbell expressed his desire to escape fighter training responsibilities and get into combat. At age thirty-three, he was already pushing the limits on the age for a fighter pilot in the wartime Navy. But he worked his contacts in the Bureau of Aeronautics and the Navy’s personnel bureau in hopes of returning to fleet aviation with his own command.[16]

			At Melbourne, McCampbell was contacted by others who had similar desires. One of the men he heard from was his nephew-in-law Bert DeWayne Morris, who was married to his niece Patricia Ann O’Rourke. For Morris, it was his second marriage. After graduating high school, he had played football at Los Angeles Junior College and then worked as a forest ranger. Returning to his college, Morris studied acting there and at the acclaimed Pasadena Playhouse, where he was discovered by a Warner Bros. talent agent and signed in 1936.

			Under the screen name Wayne Morris, he fit the role of the blond-haired boy-next-door type and was cast in the starring role for the 1937 film Kid Galahad, a film about a prizefighter that included stars Bette Davis and Humphrey Bogart. In 1938, he filmed Brother Rat, with Ronald Reagan, Eddie Albert, and Jane Wyman. In 1939, Morris starred with Bogart in another film, the science fiction–horror movie The Return of Doctor X.

			Morris’s popularity soared. In 1939, he married Leonora “Bubbles” Schinasi, the eighteen-year-old stepdaughter of a New York tobacco baron. Their marriage did not survive the glitz of Hollywood by 1941, but it produced one son, Bert DeWayne Morris III. Bubbles later changed her son’s first name to Michael, and he later adopted his stepfather’s last name. She went on to become a journalist and children’s book author under the name Leonora Hornblow.[17]

			While filming Flight Angels in 1940, Morris became interested in flying and earned his private pilot’s license. He joined the Naval Reserve, went through flight training in Pensacola in 1942, and left his Hollywood career for the time being to become a flight instructor at Hutchinson, Kansas. On February 25, 1942, he married Dave McCampbell’s niece Patricia, an actress who had recently appeared in The Jungle Book under the screen name Patricia O’Rourke. Tired of being a flight instructor, he reached out to McCampbell asking for his help to get into fighters. “Give me a letter,” McCampbell advised. With his uncle-in-law’s assistance, Morris was reassigned to operational training command in Jacksonville and then to Melbourne for fighter training.

			By early 1943, McCampbell had filed for divorce from his wife, Susan, who retained custody of their young daughter, Frances Ann. During his months of instructing in Florida, he reunited with his old girlfriend, Jill Heliker. Jill’s first marriage, like Dave’s, had ended in divorce, leaving her with one son and an adopted daughter. Although a dozen years had passed, the two began dating again and would remain in correspondence even after McCampbell was given orders to a new command.[18]

			His persistence in requesting active flight command finally paid off in July. Orders arrived for McCampbell to report by August 1 to NAS Atlantic City in New Jersey, to stand up a new fighter unit to be designated Fighting Fifteen (VF-15). Wayne Morris was equally eager to get into McCampbell’s forming squadron. “Stay in touch,” Dave advised. “I’ll keep you in mind.”[19]

			Now a lieutenant commander, McCampbell eagerly packed his bags and departed Florida. His dreams of flight command were finally in motion.

		

	
		
			Two

			Duz, Duffy, and Jigs

			Wendell Van Twelves was ready for the next step.

			His thick black hair was neatly tucked under his leather flying helmet. His hazel eyes flashed with exhilaration as he adjusted the goggles on his face and gunned the throttle on his Piper J-3 Cub. In Provo, Utah, after six hours of training, Twelves had made his first solo flight. His whole family had been at the airstrip in the fall of 1941, collectively holding their breath and saying prayers, as their son and sibling went around the field for his five required solo landings.[1]

			Now he was tasked with making his first open-country flight. It would be from Salt Lake City to Fairview, Utah, where he would land, have his logbook signed, and then fly on to Salt Lake City Airport No. 2. There, he would have his logbook signed again and refuel before flying back to Provo to complete his three-legged flight.

			His Piper Cub roared to life as he pushed the stick forward and rumbled down the crushed-gravel surface. Seconds later he was off the ground, flying solo on his final primary training assignment. He made it to Fairview—a flight distance of only forty-three miles—without a hitch. But upon landing and taxiing up to the hangar, he saw no one.[2]

			Don’t shut down, he told himself.

			These little J-3s required hand cranking, spinning the wooden propeller by hand. There was no one in sight on the field or in the hangar to help. Twelves tied the stick back with a safety belt, put a pair of chocks under the wheels, and left his Cub idling. The thought of his first solo flight going unrecorded troubled him.
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						Wendell Van Twelves at the Provo, Utah, airport in late 1941. “Duz” Twelves is standing beside the Piper J-3 Cub prop plane in which he made his first solo flights at age twenty.

						Van Twelves

					
				
			

			Twelves spotted a farmer plowing the adjacent field. With no other choice, the lanky, five-foot-eleven pilot hurried across the uneven field and flagged down the farmer. He was only too happy to sign the young aviator’s logbook as a witness before Twelves scurried back to his idling J-3. As he returned to the skies, he made a point of buzzing low over the gracious farmer to waggle his wings as he passed by. The farmer stood in his seat and waved his straw hat in salute.

			Although unorthodox, Wendell Twelves’s first three-legged flight was a success.

			

			—

			Born in Spanish Fork, Utah, Wendell was one of hundreds of young pilots aspiring to become a naval aviator. His dreams dated back to his childhood, when a local pilot had taken Twelves and a buddy aloft to herd cattle in a 150-horsepower Alexander Eaglerock biplane. “It was the most beautiful old airplane I’d ever seen,” Twelves recalled. “From that day on, I knew I had to fly.”[3]

			His family joked that his first flight had actually taken place when he was even younger. During a visit to family, Wendell slipped while playing on a fire escape. He was not seriously injured when he slammed onto the landing one floor below, but his family would long kid him that it had been his first “air time.”

			Wendell’s interest in flying went unchecked until he started college at Brigham Young University in the fall of 1941. With World War II looming on America’s doorstep, thousands of young men felt the urge to partake in flight training. For those like young Wendell without the luxury of formal military training, the Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP) was a natural course of action. Wendell began the CPTP at age twenty at the small Provo, Utah, airport in the Piper Cub.

			In 1942, Wendell moved on to tackle ground school training at Utah State Agricultural College in Logan and further flight training out at Cache Valley Airport in a WACO UPF-7. With a 220-horsepower Continental engine, the UPF-7 was large but fast and nimble. After the finish of every hop, Twelves’s instructor put the plane through varying loops and spins—known as Immelmanns, chandelles, spins, Cuban eights—before returning to the strip. “He could see that I was eating this up, and he liked a cadet who liked to do that kind of thing,” Twelves recalled.[4]

			From there, Twelves went before the Naval Aviation Cadet Selection Board in San Francisco in the summer. He was assigned to begin at one of the Navy’s five designated training schools, the Naval Aviation Pre-Flight School at St. Mary’s College in Moraga, California, near Oakland, on October 15. The rigorous three-month program was a physical weeding-out process that included hand-to-hand combat training in addition to ground school and continuing college courses. Twelves was told by senior officers from the beginning that there were three ways to go about doing things: the right way, the wrong way, and the Navy way. It became his motto. “As soon as I learned to fly the ‘navy way,’ I was able to progress quite rapidly through primary training,” Twelves remembered.[5]

			The demand for new pilots was high at the onset of World War II. Only 17,614 Army Air Corps cadets were in training as of December 1941, but by the end of 1942, this figure had ballooned to 94,003. The USN’s pilot training program graduated 10,869 aviators in 1942, but this number doubled to 20,842 graduates by the end of 1943.[6]

			At St. Mary’s, Twelves made good friends with men with whom he would continue through his aviation training. Among them were cadets James Antony “Jimmy” Wakefield, a twenty-two-year-old former Colorado State College student who hailed from Fort Collins, and George Henry Rader, a twenty-one-year-old who had studied at the University of California. With auburn hair, Rader inevitably became known as “Red” to his buddies. With the name Twelves, in reference to “dozen,” Wendell earned the nickname “Duz” for short.

			In March 1943, Duz and his companions were assigned to NAS Corpus Christi, which had focused on cadet training in May 1941. Its primary training plane was the Vultee BT-13 Valiant, a loud, rattling aircraft that Duz and others quickly dubbed the “Vibrator.” The cadets were informed that if they ever had to make a forced landing outside of Kingsville, they were to avoid touching down on the massive King Ranch nearby. If the ranch was unavoidable, the pilot should stay in his aircraft. “Those longhorn Texas cattle will sure ‘getcha,’ ” the instructor advised.[7]

			One of the students Twelves came to know was cadet Jim Duffy, a lean, dark-haired Californian with a hearty smile. His family was originally from Oklahoma, where his father had been a sharecropper when the Great Depression hit. Then the family moved to Southern California, where Jim went to school. “I was a relatively happy kid but did have an Irish temper,” he admitted. “I would not let any other kid bully me around, which resulted in getting several black eyes.”[8]

			Like many young boys, Duffy grew up reading about Charles Lindbergh and building model planes to fly around his neighborhood. He had his first flight at age eighteen when a buddy took him up in a Beechcraft Staggerwing. But years would pass before his desire to become a pilot had a realistic chance. Duffy was working at an aircraft company while attending Pasadena City College, one month shy of his twenty-second birthday, when Pearl Harbor was attacked.[9]

			Duffy first went to the Army Air Corps, but they could not guarantee him that he would learn to fly. Minus that promise, he told the Army he was not interested just before he was sworn in. His recruiting sergeant yelled at him, telling him he would be getting a draft notice and would spend the war as a foot soldier. “That scared me enough that I enlisted in the Navy the next day,” he said. Duffy entered the Navy’s V-5 pilot training program on April 7, 1942, and went through civilian pilot training while awaiting his spot at preflight school.[10]
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						Ensign Jim Duffy in his F6F.
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			His first flights over the California desert and at the Oakland school were in Piper J-3 Cubs and Stearman N2S Kaydet biplanes, learning loops, spins, and snap rolls. His first introduction to Navy flying came during Los Alamitos, California, primary training. “They were marching us down to get the flight gear and two planes crashed and burned in front of us,” Jim remembered. “Needless to say, it was an eye-opener.”

			Duffy racked up plenty of solo hours while awaiting his next orders. He had already selected fighter pilot as his desired training plan. Upon arriving at Corpus Christi, he joined the ranks of numerous others working to earn their wings, flying BT-13s while learning formations and other basics. During his time at Corpus and Kingsville, Texas, he had the chance to form a strong friendship with Duz Twelves and others.

			Another cadet who became friends with Twelves and Duffy was twenty-one-year-old Ralph Foltz from San Francisco. Like Duffy, Ralph had grown up building model airplanes, and he went to college to learn aircraft construction after high school. Foltz joined the U.S. Army Air Corps to work on bombers and fighters and eventually transferred to Elmendorf Field in Anchorage, Alaska. Spotting a squadron of Navy Grumman F4F Wildcat fighters landing one day, Foltz decided, “That’s for me!”[11]

			But an Elmendorf doctor informed him that he was unable to fly because of a deviated septum. Foltz instead hopped a ride on a Douglas C-47 to Kodiak, where he found a Navy doctor willing to give him a favorable physical. Joining the Navy in August 1942, Foltz completed his preflight training at St. Mary’s College with Duz Twelves, Jim Duffy, and others. As with many cadets, he quickly picked up a nickname. Someone began calling him “Zigs” because of his short, zigzag-style haircut. Another pilot mistakenly called him “Jigs,” which drew even more snickers. It stuck, and throughout the rest of his flight training, Ralph Foltz was simply “Jigs.”[12]

			During the more advanced training at Corpus, Twelves and his comrades moved to the Navy SNJ[*] trainer, the North American Aviation T-6 Texan. For Duz, this single-engine, dual-cockpit plane was as close as he had been so far to flying a fighter. “It was extremely acrobatic,” he recalled. “Still, you had to stay ahead of it. You learned it wasn’t going to forgive you for all your mistakes.” Jim Duffy recalled, “We practiced glide bombing, simulated carrier landings, slow rolls, and gunnery practice, which I really enjoyed.” Plenty of other cadets washed out during this phase of training, and others were killed or seriously injured in various mishaps.[13]
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						Ensign Ralph “Jigs” Foltz in March 1944.
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			The training was completed in stages, which became progressively harder for those lucky enough to advance. By the program’s end, Twelves had accumulated 199.6 flight hours. His last flight was on June 23, at which time he was pinned with his golden wings and was commissioned an ensign in the U.S. Navy. His three closest buddies—Jimmy Wakefield, Dave Johnson, and Red Rader—were all commissioned during the same week. The quartet longed to join a new squadron, but instead found yet another training session in store for them.

			Next up was advanced operational flight training in fighter planes at NAS Miami, flying from U.S. Naval Reserve Air Base Opa Locka. Instead of the more modern Grumman F4F Wildcat, the ensigns learned to fly the Brewster F2A Buffalo, the Navy’s first monoplane fighter. To Twelves, it was a “beer can with wings”—a stubby little round fuselage with wings jutting out.[14]

			Duz found the brakes on the Buffalo to be so bad that he was generally off the runway and onto the grass before he could stop the squatty fighter. At the grassy end, he often had to unlock his tail wheel just to wheel the F2A around to avoid going into a nearby drainage canal. In the air, the Brewster handled well enough, but Twelves was always happier when he was able to do flights in the SNJ trainers also available at Opa Locka.

			Jigs Foltz found the F2A’s sheet metal landing gear “crunched real good in a hard landing.” He learned to improvise with the temperamental fighter. Once, when his landing gear failed to lower properly, he simply pulled a pair of wire cutters from his pocket and snipped the hydraulic lines, causing the undercarriage to drop automatically.[15]

			Finally, on September 1, 1943, Duz Twelves, Rader, Wakefield, and Johnson each received their orders to a squadron. The destinies of Jigs and Duffy were on similar, parallel courses. The training phase was finally over after more than nine grueling months.

			Now things are going to start paying off, thought Twelves. This is the glory day![16]

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* The North American AT-6 Texan was technically an “Army Trainer” plane, but the U.S. Navy’s variant of the Texan was known as the SNJ: “S” for Scout, “N” the Navy’s designation for a trainer aircraft, and “J” indicating it had been built by North American.

				

			

		

	
		
			Three

			Hellcats and Satan’s Playmates

			August 1943

			Atlantic City, New Jersey

			Two years of disappointment melted away in an instant as John Strane read through his orders. He finally had his wish. He had been assigned to join a brand-new Navy fighter squadron forming in New Jersey in August 1943.

			The twenty-two-year-old Duluth, Minnesota, native had entered the Civilian Pilot Training Program while attending his local junior college. Training in summer and winter, Strane and his fellow students landed both on wheels and skis, learning in biplane Fleet Model 1s and Meyers OTWs and WACO UPF-7s. Fully convinced that flying would be his life, Strane applied and was accepted for Navy flight training at NAS Pensacola in early 1941.[1]

			Strane longed to fly fighter planes. But the fighter training program was overcrowded, and Strane was assigned to multi-engine patrol boats. He was commissioned an ensign on October 1, and was thereafter retained to serve as an instructor in the “P-boat” training squadron. As America went to war, he was bitterly disappointed. “Most of us could see the handwriting on the wall, and knew that the place we wanted to do our flying was in the fleet squadrons,” he remembered.

			By a stroke of good luck, he was instead assigned by his sympathetic personnel officer to instruct new fighter pilot cadets. He built up plenty of flight hours in fighters and gained considerable experience during the next two years. When his orders finally arrived to join the new Fighting Squadron Fifteen (VF-15), Strane was overjoyed. He reported in to his new skipper, Lieutenant Commander Dave McCampbell, and was soon appointed as the squadron’s radio communications officer.

			Like Strane, McCampbell had finally escaped from instructor duties at NAS Melbourne. At his age, he was pushing the limits to become a squadron commander, but he had the energy of a teenager. McCampbell was pleased with the new airfield at NAS Atlantic City, where his unit would be trained. The naval air station was built on 2,400 acres of land leased in Egg Harbor Township, New Jersey, ten miles northwest of Atlantic City. The base had been newly transformed into a fighter training facility, and McCampbell’s unit was among the first three to train there. The concrete runways were new, and proper Navy aircraft hangars and barracks buildings had recently been completed.

			McCampbell’s first week was consumed with organizing the keymen who would help him fill out the squadron. His unit would be part of the composite Air Group Fifteen slated to go on board a new fleet carrier for service upon completion of training. America had scraped by during 1942 with only a handful of aircraft carriers in four battles with Japanese carrier forces that year. But in 1943, new fleet carriers were coming from the shipyards, and squadrons to fill their rosters were in high demand. The first Air Group Fifteen officer to arrive for duty on September 9 was North Carolinian Lieutenant Paul F. Maness, who would serve as the AG-15 flight surgeon. In the absence of other staff officers, “Doc” Maness was temporarily assigned to McCampbell’s fighter squadron.[2]

			Two of his original officers, Lieutenants Joe O’Brien and Bob McReynolds, were nonflying ground officers Dave had known at Melbourne. O’Brien became the squadron’s administrative officer while McReynolds would be the air combat intelligence officer (ACIO). Another former instructor McCampbell drew from NAS Pensacola was Lieutenant Arend Grothaus, a six-foot-three former basketball center from Ohio University who had been nicknamed “Stretch.” Lieutenant John Randolph “Jack” Ivey, a 1940 graduate of Georgia Tech with a mechanical engineering degree, was pulled from instruments teaching at NAS Atlanta.[3]

			McCampbell also recruited his own nephew-in-law Bert Morris, who had been begging him to help move him toward a combat role. The former Hollywood star known to the world as Wayne Morris gladly took on the role of flight officer for the squadron. At age twenty-nine, he was seven years older than the average pilot who would join his squadron, but he had no more flight hours amassed than many of these youngsters. “Bert was a jaygee with the flying hours of an ensign, but he was determined, and that mattered,” McCampbell recalled.[4]

			Another senior officer joining McCampbell’s fleet of former instructors was Lieutenant James Francis Rigg. Age twenty-eight, Jimmy Rigg hailed from Saginaw, Michigan, and had attended the University of Michigan before beginning his naval aviation training in July 1937. Prewar, he served in VF-2, VF-7, and in Wasp’s VF-72. After the U.S. entered World War II, Rigg served as a flight instructor until September 1942, when he reported on board USS Wolverine (IX-64), a converted aircraft training carrier. Because of Rigg’s seniority and tenure as an instructor, he became McCampbell’s second-in-command, or executive officer (XO) of the fledgling squadron.

			McCampbell and his early officers were slowly joined by other Air Group Fifteen staffers. It was not until September 15 that William M. Drane, the senior officer, or commander air group (CAG), assumed his duties. Commander Drane was from Clarksville, Tennessee, and served as the former skipper of Composite Squadron Nine (VC-9) on the escort carrier Bogue (CVE-9) until detached to join AG-15. With only eight officers originally present, Fighting Squadron Fifteen was formally placed into commission on September 1, as McCampbell read his orders. The ceremony was followed by a dinner at the Seaview Country Club in nearby Absecon. Formalities and cocktails concluded, recruiting and training for the new squadron began in earnest the next day.

			Lieutenant George Duncan, a twenty-six-year-old from Washington State, was one of the original eight officers. He became the squadron’s operations officer, placing him third in command of VF-15. Born and raised in Tacoma, he had been inspired to join the Navy by a cousin who was an academy graduate. Upon his own graduation from the academy in Annapolis in 1939, Duncan had served his obligatory postgraduation surface duty on the battleship USS West Virginia (BB-48). He entered flight training at Pensacola in September 1941 and earned his golden aviator’s wings in February 1942.[5]

			Duncan served in the aviation unit of the cruiser USS Louisville (CA-28) for the next year. His small contingent flew the vulnerable catapult-launched SOC Seagull scout biplanes. During the naval bombardment of the Japanese-held island of Kiska, he was flying air support when he encountered a Japanese float Zero. His SOC was badly holed by the enemy fighter and he received an Air Medal for nursing his aircraft back to Louisville. “I was glad to get back to the ship,” Duncan recalled. “I knew I was a fighter pilot from then on.”[6]

			He would get his wish soon enough. During the fall of 1942, after a bout with malaria, he was sent stateside to enter fighter training. “It was the best thing that ever happened to me, because that got me off the ship,” he recalled. Following his operational training in F4Fs in Florida, Duncan was assigned to McCampbell’s new unit in late August.[7]

			Following the commissioning, McCampbell and Jim Rigg flew to other bases to recruit men they believed had the guts to make their squadron great. As with any new naval aviation unit, the lion’s share of their men would be newly commissioned ensigns fresh from flight school. But VF-15’s senior leaders were able to score a handful of seasoned pilots. During one visit to NAS New York (Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn), they interviewed twenty-plus former Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) pilots for possible selection into their squadron and sent orders for three of them: George Carr, Jim Bruce, and Walter Lundin.

			Ensign Lundin was a first-generation American from Queens, New York, whose parents had emigrated from Sweden. In high school, he was known as “Jake” and had served as the varsity quarterback until cartilage damage in his knee sidelined him from athletics. Determined to become a pilot, Jake went to Montreal in May 1941 and enlisted in the Royal Canadian Air Force.[8]

			By April 29, 1942, Lundin had received his wings and commission in the RCAF. “In Canada at that time, only the top one-third of the class were commissioned,” he recalled. Lundin and many other pilots were shipped over to England and then on to Northern Ireland for training in Wellington bombers.

			Unsatisfied with the prospect of patrolling the Indian Ocean, Jake and others learned in the fall of 1942 that the U.S. military was accepting transferees from the RCAF. On November 9, he was commissioned by the U.S. Navy. Along with Bruce, Carr, and others, Lundin was ordered back to NAS Jacksonville on January 16, 1943. After a crash course in United States naval aviation training, the trio was commissioned as ensigns and received their golden wings.

			A mixed bag of former Florida flight instructors and three former RCAF pilots, Fighting Fifteen quickly became a tight, well-blended family. “Friction among the various officer backgrounds was non-existent,” Jake recalled. “Each and every one of us knew we could rely on one another completely.”[9]

			

			—

			Duz Twelves, Jim Duffy, and Jigs Foltz each joined VF-15 at NAS Atlantic City.

			Ensign Twelves arrived in early September along with his three closest flight training buddies: Jimmy Wakefield, Dave Johnson, and Red Rader. The F6F Hellcat was a new plane to this quartet, but Twelves was excited to make his first familiarization hop on September 8. One of the plane’s most important features to him was the armor plating, including reinforcement behind the pilot’s seat intended to deflect enemy machine-gun bullets in combat. “Leroy Grumman’s theory was to make it strong, make it work, make it simple,” he later stated. “Once you got used to flying the Hellcat, and got familiar with it, everything was right where it should be, and it worked.”[10]

			During his first ten days with VF-15, Twelves made seventeen flights. Each averaged only an hour and a half due to the number of new pilots and available planes. He quickly took a liking to this new fighter. “The Hellcat was a beautiful airplane to fly,” Twelves said. “It had a tendency to forgive you, but it could kill you.”

			When Ensign Duffy reported in at Atlantic City, he was initially impressed to be met by former movie actor Bert Morris.[11]

			Morris led the ensign to the flight line, where Duffy had his first view of the Hellcat, which towered above him. He couldn’t believe it was a fighter plane: It must be a bomber. It’s huge!

			Duffy’s buddy Jigs Foltz arrived days later as just “a boot-ass ensign flying tail-end to a lot of good pilots.” At NAS Atlantic City, Foltz saw a familiar face: “Lo and behold, there was Jim Duffy, a friend with whom I’d attended junior college,” Foltz recalled. Within the next two months, Duffy and Foltz would end up flying in the same four-plane division under Lieutenant John Strane.[12]

			Before the men were able to fly the F6F, all new VF-15 pilots had to learn all of the cockpit controls well enough to identify them even while blindfolded. Upon their arrival, they were each given a F6F-3 handbook by squadron operations officer George Duncan and told to learn the manual thoroughly. After Duffy and Foltz passed the blindfold test and proved they had memorized the instrument panel, it was time to crank up the engine and take off. “No instructor in the back to bail you out if you messed up,” recalled Duffy. He was anxious, feeling he was in over his head. As he raced down the runway, he knew this was no SNJ trainer. It took little effort to control the direction of this Grumman. “As far as I was concerned, the Hellcat was the Navy’s best kept secret!”[13]

			The new pilots joining Fighting Fifteen came from all over the country. Ensign Albert Slack had been a journeyman bricklayer working with his father in Lufkin, Texas, before the war broke out. In his youth, he had often walked miles to the local East Texas airport just to watch an old WACO biplane take off and fly around. After finishing high school in 1940, he went to work on a major hospital project in Temple, Texas. He and a buddy had saved up enough money to purchase a light, two-seater Aeronca Chief touring aircraft to fly the 170-mile distance to their project. “I’d take my brick tools and suitcase out there…work a week, and then, Friday afternoon, fly that thing home,” Slack recalled.[14]

			By the late summer of 1942, Slack decided he would take the naval air cadet test with a buddy, hoping to avoid becoming a drafted foot soldier. As he awaited his orders after being accepted, he took preflight courses at the University of Georgia. Slack was, admittedly, “a poor, ignorant country boy…. I really had to study…because I…lacked academic skills.” But he finished in the middle of his class of 250 and moved on to primary training at NAS Dallas.[15]

			By the time he finished primary, Slack was convinced that he wanted to be a fighter pilot. As his training progressed through Pensacola and Opa Locka, he flew SNJ trainers and old Brewster Buffalo fighter planes. When he arrived in Atlantic City in late September 1943, he was impressed with the modern F6F Hellcat. “That was like going from a T-Model to a Cadillac,” Slack remembered. “I never had felt so much power the first time I took off.”[16]

			

			—

			McCampbell had first checked out the new Grumman F6F Hellcat while teaching at Melbourne when he and another instructor flew F6Fs cross-country to NAS Glenview in Illinois for checkout landings on USS Sable (IX-81) and Wolverine. Dave found the Hellcat easy to fly and easy to land. “It was not like the Wildcat, which some people found very difficult to land, until I taught them better,” he recalled. McCampbell coached his pilots against braking hard with either the starboard or port brake in order to prevent ground looping. “If you stayed off your brakes, you had plenty of directional control through your rudder.”[17]

			Grumman’s New York factories ramped up production of the new plane, with a record-setting four hundred Hellcats built during November 1943. Larger in size and faster than Grumman’s previous F4F Wildcat model, the F6F was also faster in level flight than the dreaded Japanese Mitsubishi A6M2 “Zero” fighter. At airspeeds below 230 mph (200 knots), the lighter Zero could outmaneuver a Hellcat with tighter turns. But the rugged F6F could withstand greater g-force pressure in prolonged dives and held maneuvering advantages over the Mitsubishi at higher speeds.[18]

			Each Hellcat could carry 250 gallons of fuel in its internal tanks and could be fitted with an additional 150-gallon jettisonable external belly tank. The current model supplied to VF-15 was the F6F-3 variant, which sported six Colt-Browning .50-caliber machine guns, with four hundred rounds per gun. The F6F was equipped to carry either depth charges or various bombloads as great as a single 1,000-pound bomb. Powered by an eighteen-cylinder Pratt & Whitney R-2800 Double Wasp radial engine, the Hellcat had an operating range of more than a thousand miles of flight. Most new F6F-3s were painted an overall gloss sea-blue finish.

			Unlike the Wildcat, the newest Hellcats built during late 1943 included an extra power-boost option. The Hellcat’s throttle could be pushed more than 100 percent of the engine’s normal rated power for a matter of minutes, during which time water injected into the intake air provided a temporary density/horsepower boost known as WEP (war emergency power) to the Pratt & Whitney engine. Dave McCampbell’s Hellcat jockeys would come to love the water-injected boost of WEP in future dogfights.

			The squadron’s first operational loss came on September 18, during a scheduled tactics hop. Ensign Jimmy Wakefield was killed when his F6F crashed five miles northwest of New Gretna, New Jersey, during dive-bombing practice on field targets.

			As one of Wakefield’s flight school buddies, Duz Twelves was tasked with boxing up his personal belongings. Since he had met the young pilot’s family previously, Twelves was also assigned to accompany the casket on the long train ride back to Colorado for the service. He was rattled when Mrs. Wakefield insisted that the casket be opened so she could say goodbye to her son.[19]

			“No, you don’t want to do that,” Twelves said to the father, William Wakefield. “It was a very bad crash, and his remains do not look like you remember him.”

			For Duz, it was the hardest moment of his young aviation career. He finally convinced Wakefield’s mother to leave the casket closed. It was a somber train ride back to Atlantic City. When Twelves returned to his squadron, he was saddened to learn that VF-15 had lost another young pilot on September 20. Ensign Donald Fred Hoffman, new to the squadron, had crashed while making his very first familiarization hop in a Navy SNJ-4 trainer.

			These losses were offset by the volume of new pilots Dave McCampbell was receiving. By September 15, the squadron had grown to thirty officers. Two weeks later, the roster was filled out with forty-seven pilots and three ground officers, with the addition of Lieutenant (jg) John “Bob” Hoffman as the nonflying material officer.

			Among the late-September arrivals was Lieutenant (jg) John Edmund Barry Jr. from Wilmington, North Carolina. Sporting a thick head of hair and an athletic build, he had earned his wings one year prior. During his prewar schooling, John had lettered in football and baseball while doubling as a cheerleader at the all-boys Belmont Abbey College. During his flight training and subsequent assignment as a flight instructor at NAS Corpus Christi, John remained in contact with a beautiful brunette from North Carolina named Olive Elizabeth Hennessee. By the time he received orders on September 6, 1943, to report to the commander, Naval Air Force Atlantic in Norfolk, the couple had become engaged.[20]

			The next three weeks were a whirlwind for Barry. After a brief leave, he reported to NAS Norfolk in time to witness one of the deadliest noncombat disasters of the war. “Twenty-four depth charges blew up, wrecking parts of the Naval Air Station,” he wrote to Olive. “Between fifty and a hundred sailors were killed, with more than 400 injured.” John anxiously awaited orders to a fighter squadron that next week. They arrived on Thursday, September 23, just two days before his scheduled wedding to twenty-four-year-old Olive in Pinehurst, North Carolina.[21]

			Following their Saturday wedding and reception, John and Olive loaded their belongings in his 1941 Hudson convertible. Their journey to NAS Atlantic City was broken by an overnight in Richmond, Virginia, where they spent their first night together in the Jefferson Hotel’s honeymoon suite. They reached Atlantic City on Sunday evening and checked in at the Claridge Hotel. The following morning, September 27, Barry reported in to Lieutenant Commander Dave McCampbell and VF-15. During his early checkouts, he was equally impressed with the squadron’s new fighter and its most famous officer. “I could not ask for a better plane to fly,” Barry recalled. “Wayne Morris the movie star is now starring in our squadron.”[22]
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						Lieutenant John Barry was married two days prior to reporting to VF-15. Barry kept a detailed journal of his combat cruise with the squadron.

						John Barry III

					
				
			

			By October 1, Barry was sporting two full bars on his shoulder scales to denote his promotion to full lieutenant. During the next six weeks of training, he would receive only one six-day leave to spend with his new wife, Olive. The rest of his time was consumed with aerial training, precision landing, machine-gun practice, and Hellcat tactics. Lieutenant Barry’s early period with VF-15 found him attached as second section leader for the division led by Lieutenant Jack Ivey. Their four-plane fighter division also included former RCAF pilot George Carr from Bogalusa, Louisiana, and Ensign Joe Power. Rail-thin and slight in stature, Power hailed from Jacksonville, Florida, and would become Barry’s regular wingman. During his time away from his wife, John Barry would write letters almost daily to Olive describing his daily routines. As a further log of his experiences, he kept a secret journal detailing his life as a fighter pilot in training.

			As the weeks progressed, McCampbell and his senior officers pulled the pilots into regular divisions. Ensign Duffy was assigned as wingman to Lieutenant John Strane, whose division also included the second section of Ensigns Jigs Foltz and Warren “Red Bird” Clark from Canby, Minnesota.[23]

			Upon his return from Colorado, Duz Twelves settled in as wingman for Lieutenant George Duncan. Their second section leader was Lieutenant (jg) William “Bud” Henning, a fun-loving Pennsylvania native who kept his own convertible on base for squadron use. Most of McCampbell’s new division leaders were former naval aviation instructors or pilots who had previous fighter experience with other squadrons.

			Among these was Virginian Lieutenant (jg) Mel Roach, who had flown with VF-5 on the carrier USS Saratoga (CV-3) during the August 1942 Guadalcanal offensive. After Saratoga was torpedoed and sent stateside for repairs, Roach and VF-5 served with the Cactus Air Force. By November, Roach had achieved two aerial kills against Japanese planes. His flight suit was hard pressed to contain the rotund aviator, but Roach was also solid in spirit. After ditching in October 1942, he had spent two days evading Japanese captors before he was rescued by a J2F flying boat. Recipient of a Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) for his tenure on Guadalcanal, Mel Roach was a natural VF-15 division leader.[24]

			Roach’s division included two former RCAF pilots, Jake Lundin and his buddy Jim Bruce, plus two new ensigns, Norm Berree and Ken West. Fighting Fifteen was regularly assigned thirty-six fighter planes. Divided out, this allowed for nine regular four-plane divisions, or “combat teams.” With forty-five aviators, McCampbell’s squadron thus organized into teams of five—four pilots plus a spare per team, allowing one junior pilot to rotate in as needed.

			Several of McCampbell’s new division leaders had previous carrier experience. Lieutenant Edward “Ted” Overton, a graduate of Williams College, had served on the carrier Wasp with McCampbell in 1942 as an assistant gunnery officer. Following the sinking of Wasp, Overton had entered flight school in January 1943, and was assigned to VF-15 in October. Overton’s professionalism and flight proficiency earned him high marks with his new skipper.

			Fighting Fifteen’s only bona fide “ace” pilot was Lieutenant (jg) John Carlos Cleves Symmes, who had graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in 1938 with an economics degree. A descendant of Colonel John Cleves Symmes of Revolutionary War fame, “Jack” Symmes left his pursuit of a Harvard Law School degree behind in September 1941 to enter naval flight training. Symmes was commissioned as an ensign in August 1942 and the following year flew combat in F4F-4 Wildcat fighters with VF-21 from Guadalcanal.

			During June and July 1943, Symmes was credited with 5.5 aerial victories against Japanese “Zeke” (Zero) fighters and a “Betty” (Mitsubishi G4M) twin-engine bomber. In forty-three combat missions, he had earned a Distinguished Flying Cross and surpassed ace status—an honorary title for a pilot who had destroyed at least five enemy aircraft in aerial combat. One of Jack’s VF-21 squadron mates from Guadalcanal, Ensign Charles Milton, was assigned to VF-15 as well. Milton, who hailed from the small town of Jasper, Florida, went by either his middle name, Baynard, or “Milt.” An able pilot, he had survived two water landings in his F4F but had not achieved an enemy kill. Milton became second section leader for Symmes and would later lead his own division.

			Milton’s wingman was tall, dark-haired, athletic Ensign George Pigman. Navy life was in his blood. His father had been a Navy commander, and his grandfather, Rear Admiral George Wood Pigman, had attended the Naval Academy during the Civil War. Born in Washington, DC, in 1923, George attended Jesuit, the most prestigious Catholic high school in the New Orleans area. He had been a member of Jesuit’s state championship basketball team. He left his studies at Tulane University to begin pilot training in 1942. Pigman had a great sense of humor and took little offense when Milton began referring to his wingman as “Porkchop.”[25]

			

			—

			Any good fighter squadron had swagger, and a nickname worthy of its characters.

			In between flights and ground training—a total of 4,926 hours on 3,544 sorties—the Hellcat pilots got to know one another and each man’s colorful background. In the air, formal names and ranks were dispensed with in favor of radio call signs derived from personal characteristics or squadron nicknames. Duz Twelves and Jigs Foltz had already been tagged with monikers. Others, like George “Red” Rader, were nicknamed after their hair color or ancestry. Ensign Thorolf Thompson, being of European descent, was inevitably dubbed “Swede.” Ensign Claude “Bud” Plant carried over his minor-league-baseball nickname.

			The feisty squadron soon adopted the nickname “Satan’s Playmates.” A national contest was held for a squadron insignia, and the hands-down winner was cartoonist Milton Caniff of Terry and the Pirates fame. Caniff’s graphic captured a dark Hellcat face with sharp teeth and flames blazing above golden aviator wings. “Satan’s Playmates” patches were soon created from the new logo, and the pilots had them stitched on their leather flight jackets.[26]

			McCampbell had his pilots read action reports from other fighter squadrons who had been up against Japanese planes, as well as an intelligence report on the flight capabilities of the Japanese Zero based on tests conducted on a Japanese fighter that had been seized in the Aleutians the previous year. Tough on his pilots during training, skipper McCampbell was equally tough on himself.[27]

			Dashing Dave found it difficult to fall back into precise gunnery after his prolonged period as a landing signal officer and instructor. His F6F pilots were required to achieve at least a 10 percent hit ratio when firing on a target sleeve towed by another plane. The bullets in each pilot’s plane were painted a different color so that hits on the sleeve could be counted once the tow plane landed. McCampbell initially scored only 8 percent on his best run. Lieutenants John Strane and George Duncan, wishing to keep their beloved skipper on the team, had their bullets painted the same color as McCampbell’s for the next gunnery hop. When the two aircraft returned to the field, the maintenance crews recorded the skipper’s gunnery score as 15 percent.[28]

			On November 15, Satan’s Playmates moved their unit and its planes from NAS Atlantic City south to Naval Auxiliary Air Station Pungo, near Norfolk, Virginia, a newly commissioned training field. McCampbell was pleased that his squadron had one field all to itself, alleviating the usual congestion found at other large air stations. The officers lived in long, army-style single-story barracks, each heated by a stove-furnace in the center of the room. “From the niceties of Atlantic City, we went to the basic necessities, the crude form of living,” McCampbell recalled of Pungo. The only positive attribute he could find for their miserable living conditions was that his squadron would look forward to moving on board a fleet carrier as soon as possible.[29]

			Pungo was an auxiliary airfield operating in conjunction with the larger NAS Norfolk base, which was still in the process of rebuilding after a horrific mishap. Lieutenant John Barry and Ensign Jigs Foltz—the latter briefly stationed at the Norfolk base before being assigned to VF-15—had been present on the morning of September 17, 1943, when the tragedy occurred. Foltz and other boot ensigns were just lining up for their first instructions when a massive explosion shook their building. Racing outside, Jigs was shocked by the carnage he witnessed.

			A group of sailors had been tasked with moving 355-pound depth charges from a hangar to ready PBY Catalina anti-submarine patrol planes. The silver canisters, each the size of a garbage can, were being towed on trailers behind a truck toward the ready aircraft. En route, one of the canisters slipped from its perch, became wedged between the next cart in the train, and started creating sparks along the concrete. By the time the driver was flagged down, the depth charge and its 252 pounds of Torpex—an explosive element that extended the pulse of its shock wave with enough power to crack a submarine’s hull—was smoking.

			The canister exploded, igniting every bomb on the trolley and a nearby truck filled with aviation fuel. The ensuing blast punched a crater five feet deep in the concrete runway
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