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THE CHINA AND NOMONHAN INCIDENTS

Japan’s ambitious plan to become the master of Greater Asia laid the foundation for the build-up of its infant Army and Navy Air Forces in the 1930s. The staging area for confrontation was in the vast region of Manchuria, in northern China, which was surrounded by Inner and Outer Mongolia, the Soviet Union and Korea. Japan had defeated China during a short war in 1894, forcing the latter to cede Formosa and the Pescadores. It then went to war with Russia in 1904 and won a quick and decisive victory – the Russians in turn were forced to relinquish their lease of Manchurian territory.

Siding with the Western powers at the outbreak of World War 1, the Japanese took over German possessions in China and the Pacific, taking advantage of the weak Chinese government which was in no position to prevent Japanese expansionist policies. Through strong-armed political tactics, Japan gained interests in Manchuria, and immediately set out to gain control of the Southern Manchurian Railway.

An international agreement permitted the Japanese occupiers to raise a formidable military force known as the Kwantung Army. This rogue militia was created both to protect Japanese interests from Chinese bandits and guard the Southern Manchurian Railway. Through a series of clashes with Chinese troops, it raided and occupied key cities in Manchuria.

In 1931 Japan seized Manchuria from China and set up a puppet government. Thousands of Japanese colonists from the homeland flocked to the frontier territory in search of new opportunities. The Japanese established mines, factories and a railway system to exploit the abundant natural resources of the region.
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Ki-27-Ko ‘Nates’ of the 1st Chutai of the 64th Sentai are prepared for their next sortie somewhere on the Nomonhan Plain in October 1939 (via Phil Jarrett)

Anti-Japanese sentiments in China came to the boil on 7 July 1937 when Japanese and Chinese troops clashed on the Marco Polo Bridge near Beijing. The local skirmish exploded into an undeclared war which gave the Japanese an excuse to grab more Chinese territory. As the Japanese military moved forward, it deployed its Air Force in ground support roles.

The standard Japanese Army Air Force (JAAF) fighter at the time was the Kawasaki Ki-10 Type 95 ‘Perry’, an advanced biplane fighter that could attain speeds of up to 248 mph at its optimum ceiling of 9845 ft, and which was armed with two 7.7 mm machine guns in the nose

[image: image]

A fair chunk of the 64th Sentai’s operational strength in June 1939 is seen in this view, taken from the cockpit of a ‘Nate’. The machine parked up next to it is a 1st Chutai machine, whilst the next Ki-27-Ko in line belongs to the 3rd Chutai (via Phil Jarrett)

The Chinese Air Force (CAF) of the Kuomintang Government was no match for the Japanese opposition, being a ‘mongrel’ force equipped with a mix of imported Italian, American, German and Soviet aircraft. In addition to the CAF, the various provincial warlords also had their own squadrons. These factionalised air units, along with the CAF, were principally used to further their own political interests, and when not flying against the Japanese invaders, they were fighting amongst themselves. The CAF, for example, operated against the Chinese communists in various ‘Bandit Extermination Campaigns’ throughout the 1930s.

The backbone of the CAF was the Curtiss Hawk II biplane fighter, whilst other aircraft in their arsenal included the Vought Corsair (biplane) and Douglas O-2. Their initial combats with Japanese naval fighters (the A5M2 Type 96 ‘Claude’) proved disastrous, and when the remnants of the force flew against the JAAF, they fared no better.

Although the army units won battle honours in July 1937 (the 10th Dokuritsu Hiko Chutai, 33rd and 64th Sentais and the 8th Hiko Daitai being the principal units involved), it was not until 19 September 1937 that a flight from the 33rd Sentai, led by Lt Yoshio Hirosei, shot down four out of six Chinese fighters encountered during a routine patrol, and thus claim the first ever victories scored by the JAAF.
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Having got its ever-reliable Nakajima Ha-1b radial engine ticking over nicely, Sgt Maj Hiroshi Sekiguchi poses in the cockpit of his 1st Chutai/64th Sentai Ki-27-Ko prior to taxying out for take-off at the start of yet another combat sortie in the summer of 1939. Sekiguchi achieved ace status in this conflict, and latter reached the rank of first lieutenant in New Guinea during World War 2. His total score was seven kills (via Phil Jarrett)

Large quantities of Soviet aircraft started pouring into China over the next few months following the signing of a non-aggression pact between China and the Soviet Union on 21 August 1937. With the agreement ratified, the former immediately requested military aid and duly received some 255 aircraft (155 Polikarpov I-152s and I-15s), along with over 250 ‘volunteer’ pilots and accompanying technicians. The infusion of Soviet aircraft and pilots was quickly noted by Japanese navy pilots flying the A5M ‘Claudes’, and they soon reported increased resistance and aggressiveness on the part of their opposition.
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Members of the 1st Chutai, 11th Sentai, pose for a souvenir snapshot. The aces included in this group photo could boast almost 150 victory claims between them! Some of the pilots are; Capt Kenji Shimada (sitting front – 40 kills), MSgt Bunji Yoshiyama (displaying his victim’s Tokarev pistol – 25 kills), 2Lt Tomoari Hasegawa (fourth from right – 19 kills) and WO Hiromichi Shinohara (far right – 58 kills). (via Y Izawa)

However, by January 1938 the CAF had lost much of its aircraft in mêlées with the JNAF, whilst the JAAF’s Ki-10’s had also proved to be far superior to the CAF’s American Hawks, Russian I-15s and British Gladiators. The darkening war clouds over Europe also forced the Soviet Union to cut back on aircraft shipments to China, thus accelerating the demise of the CAF as a viable force.

Despite the increasing lack of targets, Lt Kosuke Kawahara of the 64th Sentai achieved his fifth kill on 8 March 1938 to duly become the first ever JAAF ‘ace’ (in the Western tradition). While returning from a bomber escort mission to Sian, the 1st Chutai had encountered four I-15s, and Kawahara – who had claimed four victories from previous encounters – shot down one while his comrades finished off the rest.

With the introduction of the new monoplane Nakajima Ki-27 ‘Nate’ in March 1938, the standard Ki-10 fighter was retired – this signalled an end to the biplane era within the JAAF. The 64th Sentai received its first Ki-27s on 3 April and immediately commenced training. Eager to test the new aircraft under combat conditions, the day of reckoning arrived just seven days later when 18 ‘Nates’ tangled with an estimated 30 enemy aircraft and shot down 24, losing just two of their own in reply! Capt Tateo Kato, who destroyed three CAF aircraft, could not praise the new fighter enough, and shortly after the Ki-27’s introduction to the frontline, what was left of Chinese airpower was decisively crushed.

[image: image] NOMONHAN (KHALKIN GOL) [image: image]

In May 1939 an ill-defined border between Manchuria and Outer Mongolia led to the Nomonhan (Khalkin Gol) Incident, which turned out to be yet another local skirmish that quickly flared into an undeclared war. It started on 10 May 1939 when nomadic Mongolians crossed the Khalka River to pasture their flocks, but were in turn driven back across the river by Manchurian border guards. The next day, Mongolian cavalrymen crossed the river to attack the latter, and followed up this action 24 hours later with another armed raid. The audacity of the Mongolians infuriated the leaders of the Kwantung Army, who rushed both infantry and air units to the Nomonhan Plains.
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Ranking JAAF ace Sgt Hiromichi Shinohara flew this 1st Chutai/64th Sentai Ki-27-Otsu during the first weeks of the Nomonhan Incident in the summer of 1939. It is seen here adorned with ten red victory markings (via K Osuo)

In response to this act by the Japanese, the Soviet Union was forced to enter the fray through the Soviet-Mongolian Mutual Assistance Pact of 1936 – the 1st Army was despatched to Tamsak-Bulak, which was about 60 miles south-west of Nomonhan in Mongolia itself. Along with the infantry came two advanced fighter regiments (1-15 and I-16s) and single bomber and reconnaissance units.
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Nomonhan ace Cpl Katsuaki Kira (standing far left – 21 kills) and his fellow comrades of the 24th Sentai relax by a starter truck during the bloody summer of 1939 (via Y Izawa)

The first blood shed in the aerial duel for the skies occurred on the evening of 20 May when three ‘Nates’ of the 24th Sentai, led by Lt Col Kojiro Matsumura, ran into two I-16s escorting an R-Z reconnaissance biplane on a sortie over the Khalka River. Following a short fight, the R-Z went down, although the Polikarpov fighters escaped. Two days later, the ‘Nates’ tangled with six I-16s and claimed three downed.

The ‘tit for tat’ skirmishes began to enlarge as more aircraft were sent to the disputed border area – these included five JAAF regiments, all equipped with new Ki-27s. The Soviet veterans who had fought the JNAF in China now found themselves duelling with the JAAF.

On 26 May the 11th Sentai received their baptism of fire in this conflict when nine ‘Nates’ bounced a formation of I-16s and reportedly destroyed nine of their number over Nomonhan. Two days later more than 60 Soviet fighters returned to seek their revenge, but the 11th Sentai scrambled 18 aircraft in response to this threat and claimed an incredible 42 victories for the loss of just one Ki-27. In reality the Soviets lost just ten aircraft, but the inflated claims by the Japanese had set the standard for subsequent actions.
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64th Sentai Ki-27s scramble for combat against the Soviets during mid-1939. The flat features of the Nomonhan Plain made take-off and landings easy, and pilots from both sides frequently landed to pick up downed comrades (via Y Izawa)

On 22 June the biggest dogfight yet seen occurred when nearly 100 Soviet fighters crossed the Khalka River into Manchurian territory. The 24th Sentai could only muster 18 fighters in response, but during a series of running dogfights the handful of Japanese pilots claimed 47 victories for the loss of five of their own. The Soviets, on the other hand, claimed that they had lost only 11 aircraft, and destroyed 31 Japanese fighters!

[image: image]

Another view of the 64th Sentai operating from Manchurian territory during the Nomonhan Incident. These ‘airfields’ were always temporary in nature, with all personnel (officers and ratings alike) quartered in tents. Aircraft maintenance was also performed entirely in the open, but thanks to the ‘Nate’s’ rugged construction this posed few problems to JAAF groundcrews (via Y Izawa)

While the Soviet-Mongolian ground forces fought the Japanese Kwantung Army along the Khalka River, tremendous air battles raged overhead. Acts of heroism were observed on both sides as pilots landed their fighters on the flat plains to rescue downed comrades. An example of this occurred on 26 June when the commander of the Soviet’s 70th IAP fighter regiment, Maj V M Zabaluev, parachuted from his burning I-16 over Manchurian territory. His deputy, Maj Sergei Gritsevets, landed his aircraft as Japanese infantrymen advanced, and once his commander was safely sitting on his lap, took off in a hail of small arms fire.

Due to the continuing Soviet-Mongolian air offensive into Manchurian territory, the Japanese decided to escalate the air war by attacking targets across the Khalka River. During the dawn hours of 27 June, 104 aircraft of the 2nd Hikodan crossed into Mongolian territory to bomb bases at Tamsak-Bulak. As Japanese bombers blasted the airfield, Soviet fighters scrambled to do battle. What followed was an intense 30-minute dogfight involving over 150 aircraft which mesmerised troops watching the spectacle from the ground. When the bombers completed their task, the escort fighters broke off combat and accompanied the ‘heavies’ across the border. The Japanese lost two fighters and three bombers. Thanks to the skill of the JAAF fighter pilots, only One Type 97 bomber was forced to make an emergency landing (due to engine problems) in enemy territory, and even then another bomber landed and picked up the entire crew!
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