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			PREFACE

						
						
						
			“If you’re going to miss with your bomb, you might as well stay home and let a good pilot take your place.”

			The sharp words still sizzled in Lieutenant Birney Strong’s mind as he looked at the perfect scene playing out before him. Fourteen thousand feet below on the blue Pacific surface were the distinctive flat lines of two Japanese aircraft carriers. Birney had a determined calm about him as he briefly eyed the thin white wakes streaming behind the gleaming yellow-hued hardwood flight decks far below his dive-bomber.

			I couldn’t ask for a better setup, he thought. A dive-bomber pilot’s dream.

			He had not felt as happy the night before as he sat in the carrier Enterprise’s wardroom. The ship’s air officer, Commander John Crommelin, had lectured his aviators about what he expected from them the following day. Birney puffed on his cigarette and gulped black coffee as the commander barked, “The Japs are determined to drive us out of the south Pacific. If they get through to Guadalcanal with their carriers tomorrow, the Japs will take it. If Guadalcanal falls, our lifeline to Australia will be menaced.”

			Crommelin emphasized that his aviators were to concentrate on knocking out the enemy’s carriers. The comment about letting a good pilot take your place if necessary had particular harshness for Birney Strong that was not felt by the more junior aviators. Just two months before, he had sighted and reported a Japanese carrier force off the Solomon Islands. Instead of attacking, he had led his wingman home, a decision he had regretted for weeks. Crommelin had of course chastised Strong for his decision not to attack. Since that day, most of Strong’s squadron had been granted leave back to the States, but not Birney. He had been ordered right back out to the Pacific war zone to continue the fight for Guadalcanal. Now the third senior pilot of a new scout-bombing carrier squadron, he had one goal: to prove his valor to Commander Crommelin by blasting the next Japanese carrier he faced.

			In his own mind, however, Birney had nothing to prove to himself. He had been involved in almost every major Pacific offensive since the start of World War II ten months ago. The handsome, blond-haired, blue-eyed pilot had a swagger of confidence that he had earned. In February, he was one of the first pilots to attack Japanese shipping in the Gilbert Islands. In March, he had attacked Japanese shipping in the New Guinea harbors of Lae and Salamaua. In early May, he made three more attacks against Japanese ships in Tulagi Harbor in the Solomons. Strong dive-bombed the Japanese carrier Shoho three days later during the Coral Sea carrier battle and then used his SBD Dauntless dive-bomber like a fighter to battle Japanese Zero fighters attacking his own task force.

			Lieutenant Strong was a top-notch pilot who had racked up eight hundred flight hours since graduating from the U.S. Naval Academy in 1937. His awards already included a Navy Cross, an honor second only to a Medal of Honor. He was good at what he did, and was not afraid to let others know of his confidence. He knew that some considered him to be arrogant. But the cocky scout pilot from Washington, DC, needed more than his impressive record to restore the goodwill of his air officer. Strong’s failure to attack the Japanese carrier in August off the Eastern Solomons was a personal mission to correct.

			Now, on the morning of October 26, 1942, was his fresh chance. High above the Pacific, Birney Strong was leading one of the eight teams of SBDs on the early scout-strike mission. He was fired up and ready to make his bomb count. “I think you’ll find the yellowbellies are in your sector,” Birney told his squadron skipper before takeoff. “When you find them, call out loud.”

			His skipper had indeed located the enemy and Strong moved in quickly with his wingman, Ensign Chuck Irvine. They soon spotted the Japanese carriers Shokaku and Zuiho emerging from under a layer of clouds far below their dive-bombers. “Uncle John” Crommelin’s speech the previous evening left little doubt in Birney’s mind. His mission was to turn back the Japanese carriers that threatened thousands of U.S. Marines on Guadalcanal and the course of America’s first Pacific offensive. Uncle John had made it clear that the aviators should “knock the sons of bitches off the face of the earth.”
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					Lieutenant Birney Strong of VS-5.

				

			Birney glanced over to Irvine’s nearby SBD. He planned to dive on the nearest flattop, so he patted the top of his leather flight helmet. I’ve got it, Birney signaled to Ensign Irvine. Follow me.

			Birney activated his dive flaps; Irvine instinctively slid his Dauntless away to allow the proper spacing interval. The pair nosed over two and three-quarter miles above their prey to begin the thirty-second plunge to the release point.

			The teakwood deck of Zuiho grew closer by the second. The big red circle painted forward on the Japanese aircraft carrier’s flight deck looked like the bull’s-eye on a dartboard. Birney Strong had no intention of drawing the scorn of Commander Crommelin again. He would nail this bastard with his bomb or die trying.
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			ONE

												
			“It’s All Exciting as Hell”

			Damn my luck.

			Warm salt spray hit Robert John Henry Weinzapfel’s face as he watched another dive-bomber hurtle forward down the teak-covered flight deck. It was not uncommon for off-duty sailors to gather topside in “Vulture’s Row” on the island superstructure to watch aircraft departing from and landing on their massive carrier. The seaborne airfield was only 90 feet wide but stretched 880 feet, nearly three football fields long. One by one, the blue-gray-colored warplanes roared skyward.

			The smell of tropical flora was in the air and the Hawaiian Islands were breaking the horizon in the distance. The seas were rough. “The ship was rolling something awful, and a few of the boys furnished us with some thrills in taking off,” Weinzapfel wrote that night.1

			He watched as some of his squadron’s junior pilots—Ensigns Tony Quigley, Marvin Haschke, Richard Neely, Jack Leppla, and Roy Hale—launched. Even Harry Wood, the newest pilot who had joined a month after Robert, was now en route to liberty on Oahu.

			The date was October 18, 1941, and Ensign Weinzapfel looked on with envy as the planes soared away. After eighteen months in flight training, he was now grounded. He massaged the injured ear that had taken him off active flight duty and cursed his own poor luck.

			His fellow pilots had lifted off from the deck of the U.S. Navy’s aircraft carrier Lexington (CV-2). She and her sister Saratoga (CV-3) were the largest warships afloat, each nearly nine hundred feet in length and in service since 1927. Named for American Revolution battles, Lexington and Saratoga had been laid down on the hulls of battle cruisers, and each behemoth would displace fifty thousand tons when fully loaded. Many of their sailors had affectionately nicknamed the sibling flattops “Lady Lex” and “Sister Sara.” Each could operate ninety aircraft and sported only two aircraft elevators, as opposed to three on the newer carriers being built. By 1941, however, both carriers were effectively restricted to a single elevator, as neither used the smaller elevators at all during daylight operations.

			As of late 1941, each Navy fleet carrier operated two dive-bomber squadrons. The carriers Ranger (CV-4) and Wasp (CV-7) were on duty in the Atlantic, handling neutrality patrols against Nazi U-boats. The Navy’s newest carrier, Hornet (CV-8), was nearing completion and would soon begin operating its own air group in early 1942. For the moment, most of the new pilots that made it to fleet duty were assigned to Lexington, Saratoga, Yorktown (CV-5), or Enterprise (CV-6).
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					Ensign Robert John Henry Weinzapfel of Lexington’s VS-2.

				

			Ensign Weinzapfel was one of twenty-one pilot officers assigned to Lexington’s Scouting Squadron Two (VS-2). The dark-haired, boyish-faced twenty-four-year-old from north Texas was a recent graduate of the Navy’s flight-training program. Born in the small town of Scotland, he was the oldest of eight children. As a youth, Robert and his devout Catholic family had moved a short distance from Windthorst, Texas, east to the rural town of Muenster when his father, Joseph, and business partner, John Meurer, started the Muenster State Bank there in 1923.

			In school, Robert had excelled in both athletics and academics, and he graduated at the top of his class. Following college at St. Mary’s in San Antonio, he had gone to an Army Air Force recruiter to pursue his interest in aviation. He expressed some doubts, however, about his own ability to shoot down another plane in combat—thus taking someone else’s life—and the Army recruiter turned him down. Robert remained unfazed, conferred next with a Navy recruiter, and was accepted right away.

			Ensign Weinzapfel’s elimination flight training began in April 1940 in naval trainers, first in San Antonio and soon migrating to Opa-Locka, Florida, by July. His first solo flight came on August 1, 1940, in an N3N-3 biplane naval trainer—nicknamed the “Yellow Peril” by pilots both for its bright color and for the high number of aviation cadets who washed out of flight training. In September, Robert had the thrill of flying again back in Texas, including his hometown of Muenster, where he gave short flights to his father and to siblings Joe, Henry, Thomas, and Juanita.

			During early 1941, Weinzapfel flew the Stearman N2S biplane trainer at Pensacola Naval Air Station (NAS). He progressed in April to the next training level at NAS Miami, and in May was assigned to Scouting Squadron Three under Lieutenant Commander Robert C. Sutliff on board the carrier Saratoga. Weinzapfel’s training progressed on instrument flying, navigation, section tactics, and practice carrier landings. During June and July, he often swapped flying and riding rear seat with fellow trainees Horace Proulx, Bob Elder, Charlie Lane, Wesley Osmus, Leonard Thornhill, Corwin Morgan, and Jack Leppla as they became carrier-qualified.

			John Arthur “Jack” Leppla, a Purdue University graduate from Lima, Ohio, became Weinzapfel’s best friend and roommate throughout flight training. Jack was of Mediterranean ancestry, with dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and a dark complexion. Aviation was in the Leppla blood. Jack’s brother Paul was an Army Air Force mechanic and his other brother, George, was flying Pan American Clipper planes in the Pacific Zone. Jack possessed an outgoing personality and competitive nature. During flight training at Pensacola, he fell back on his high school football abilities by playing on the NAS team. He narrowly escaped death in February 1941 when he and fellow trainee Ensign Robert F. Fenley’s naval trainers collided at fifteen hundred feet above Bayou Grande near Pensacola. Both ensigns jumped from their crippled planes in parachutes but Fenley drowned after splashing down.2

			—

			Weinzapfel and Leppla were inseparable during the fall of 1941. They had roomed together through flight training in both Pensacola and in Miami. When Saratoga moved to San Diego, they became roommates again there. Both pilots were reassigned from VS-3 and moved ashore to the North Island NAS at San Diego. That summer, Mrs. Leppla and Robert Weinzapfel’s parents paid their sons a visit. The young pilots took great pride in showing their parents around the air station and enjoyed a meal together.
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					Dauntless pilot Jack Leppla of Lexington’s Scouting Two, wearing his golden wings naval aviator insignia.

				

			Leppla and Weinzapfel were reassigned from Scouting Three into VS-2 at North Island on August 13, 1941. The organization of their new Lexington Air Group was similar to what they had become accustomed to on Sister Sara. There was a fighter squadron, VF-2, and a torpedo squadron, VT-2, along with two dive-bomber squadrons flying the Douglas SBD. All of the Lexington airmen fell under the charge of Lieutenant Commander William Bowen Ault of Enterprise, Oregon. To young men like Weinzapfel and Leppla, Bill Ault was a fatherly figure at age forty-three. A 1922 Naval Academy graduate, Ault had flown in the aviation unit of the cruiser Cincinnati and with Patrol Squadron (VP) 10-S on the old aircraft tender Wright (AV-1). He had also served on the carriers Lexington, Enterprise, and Yorktown, before returning to Lexington in July 1941 to become her senior aviator. As the commander of the Lexington Air Group, Bill Ault was known by the moniker “CLAG” to his pilots.

			Commander Ault was tall and lean, with an easygoing personality. He was not one to direct from the tarmac, however. Ault jumped in his cockpit and participated alongside his newer pilots in simulated attacks as his air group became more seasoned at NAS North Island. The squadrons began receiving the new Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bomber during this training period. Each of the Lexington squadrons, Bombing Two and Scouting Two, was designed to operate eighteen SBDs, with a few spare pilots each to fill in for anyone sick or injured.

			Weinzapfel practiced flying instrument training flights with fellow rookies Roy Hale and Tony Quigley, the young VS-2 pilots alternating between rear seat and pilot’s cockpits to help each other. Scouting Two was under Lieutenant Commander Robert Ellington Dixon, a 1927 academy graduate from the little Georgia town of Richland, south of Atlanta. Like Bill Ault, thirty-five-year-old Bob Dixon was quiet but confident in his own abilities. Dixon’s squadron was equally split between regular Naval Academy graduates and newly commissioned ensigns fresh from flight school. Six other officers had graduated from Annapolis: Edward Allen, Hoyt Mann, John “Pappy” Hunter, Thomas “Bobby” Edwards, Roy Hale, and Evan Peter “Pete” Aurand.

			Some of the academy boys had no more flight time than VS-2’s younger ensigns. Lieutenant (j.g.) Pete Aurand had earned his golden wings only in February 1941, but it would be his second tour of duty on the carrier Lexington. He had served as a junior gunnery officer on the carrier during his mandatory two years of surface duty after graduating from the academy.

			Born in New York City, Pete was the son of Major General Henry S. Aurand, head of the Army’s Sixth Service Command. An uncle and a cousin had joined the Navy, and Pete also found a calling for sea duty, although his younger brother followed in their father’s footsteps by graduating from West Point. Pete racked up various behavior demerits while at Annapolis but graduated in 1938 and eventually became part of Bob Dixon’s Scouting Two. “There was a distinction prewar between scouting squadrons and bomber squadrons, even though they had the same airplane,” he said later. “In the scouting squadron, you did air-to-air gunnery, dive-bombing, scouting, and so forth. The dive-bomber guys concentrated on bombing. I decided that the scouting squadron did everything: air-to-air gunnery and the whole bit. I asked for and got Scouting Squadron Two. If I knew then what I know now, I’d probably have asked for a fighter squadron, but it seemed to me that that was the best of all worlds.”3

			Robert Weinzapfel, Jack Leppla, Pete Aurand, and the other new VS-2 pilots soon blended in with the older academy men. Dixon drilled his airmen on training and bombing practices until Lexington departed the West Coast on October 14, 1941, for Hawaii. Weinzapfel, an accomplished musician, stored his prized violin with some of Leppla’s buddies until his carrier could return to California. Three days before Lady Lex departed San Diego, Weinzapfel had gone through high-altitude dive-bombing practice with a head cold. “As a result, my left ear became sore and became infected,” he wrote. “After I spent a couple of days on the ground doctoring it, the doctor had to lance my eardrum.” When Lexington steamed into the Hawaiian Islands on October 18, he was a mere sightseer as Leppla and his other buddies launched ahead of the ship for Ford Island.4

			Robert’s disappointment in being grounded was overcome when his automobile arrived in Hawaii the next week. He had purchased a Model A Ford in San Diego for the bargain price of forty-five dollars, then arranged to have it shipped by a cargo vessel to a PBY aviator buddy stationed in Honolulu who was entitled to a car. “I bought some paint and had my squadron painter put it on for me with his spray gun,” he related. Weinzapfel became quite popular among his VS-2 buddies, as he was the only one on Oahu with a vehicle.5

			Lexington operated near the Hawaiian Islands during November. Weinzapfel was relieved when the flight surgeon returned him to flight status midmonth. During his ship’s stays in port, he purchased an 8mm movie camera and took up sport fishing with a spear gun. During the early days of December 1941, war with Japan was the furthest thing from his mind.

			—

			The opening days of the Pacific War caught Yorktown (CV-5) docked at Norfolk, Saratoga completing an overhaul in the Bremerton Navy Yard in Washington State, and the carriers Ranger and Wasp on Atlantic duty. Yorktown’s sister carrier, Enterprise, was returning to Pearl Harbor one day later than scheduled and narrowly avoided a full confrontation with the Japanese carriers. Still, her inbound air group was caught in the surprise attack and suffered a number of SBD and F4F aviators killed. More than two thousand Americans perished in the attack on Hawaii.

			Lexington, the only other carrier in the immediate area at the time, had put to sea from Hawaii on December 5, bound for Midway to deliver eighteen Vought SB2U-3 Vindicator scout bombers for Marine Scouting Squadron 231. Lexington’s Task Group 12 was operating near Midway on the morning of December 7. Word of the attack changed everything, and TF-12 was ordered to intercept the Japanese raiding force, if possible.

			“The flight deck crew began the slow and tedious respotting of the flight and hangar decks,” recalled Ensign Charles E. Roemer, Lexington’s assistant landing signal officer (LSO). “Spotting in those days consisted of the ‘taxi forward, push ’em back by hand’ method.” Scouting Two took off at about 1000, all pilots except Lieutenant (j.g.) Joe Smith and Ensigns Marvin Haschke and Robert Weinzapfel. Her SBDs flew three-hundred-mile scouting missions with only a brief flurry of excitement when one of her pilots thought he had spotted his new enemy. The “Japanese ship” soon proved to be a small reef near French Frigate Shoals.6

			By late afternoon, most of Scouting Two and Bombing Two—the latter launched at 1400—had been recovered. However, several VS-2 pilots were unable to locate Lexington during the late hours of December 7. Among them were Ensigns Lincoln Curtis Koch and Harry Wood. Koch had been born in Calcutta, India, while his Methodist missionary parents were serving overseas. He and his eight siblings returned to Denver with their family and then settled in Clayton, New Mexico. “Linc” Koch graduated from the University of New Mexico and was intent upon earning his master’s degree before the state of the economy prompted him to join the Navy.

			When he arrived at Point Option—the pre-designated position where Lexington was supposed to be—Linc Koch found “no ship, no task force. Scattered rain showers reduced visibility somewhat and there was a ceiling of about twelve hundred feet. I started a square search and instituted a spartan fuel conservation program.” As his fuel dwindled, Linc’s thoughts drifted toward his girlfriend, Jean, a young woman whom he planned to soon marry who worked for a hotel in Honolulu.7

			Neither Wood nor Koch had the new YE/ZB homing system in their SBDs as they groped for hours through the deteriorating weather for their carrier. Finally, Koch heard VB-2’s Lieutenant (j.g.) Ralph Cousins, who was also searching for the ship, break radio silence and ask for a searchlight. “I kept flying expanding squares and I finally called the ship,” Cousins recalled. “We weren’t supposed to break radio silence unless it was an emergency.”8

			Cousins, an academy graduate who hailed from Ironwood, Michigan, had survived a plane crash during flight training at Pensacola and a subsequent ditching at sea when his engine failed during bombing practice on the target ship Utah with VB-2. Now, on the first day of war, Cousins found himself “totally lost” and facing the prospect of ditching again. Knowing that Lexington had a “new gadget” called radar, he asked that they use it, “locate me and give me a vector.” Climbing to altitude, Cousins picked up Lexington’s signal and made it back to the ship. “It was a welcome sight,” he recalled.

			“I owe my life to this breach of radio silence,” Linc Koch admitted. Skipper Bob Dixon and other pilots remained topside, straining their eyes for signs of the missing SBDs on the darkening horizon. Robert Weinzapfel of VS-2 was praying for their safe return. “If they’d go down, we would never go after them and they would be goners,” he jotted in his diary that night. Weinzapfel felt, “It’s all exciting as hell, our first day of war.”

			After spotting Lexington’s searchlight, Linc Koch found the shimmering luminescence of the carrier’s wake and finally made it into the groove well after dark. “My engine coughed to a stop as I cleared the arresting gear,” he related. Harry Wood’s engine died as he landed on board. “Their marathon flight of more than eight hours was safely completed—probably an unintended record for this aircraft,” recalled the assistant LSO Roemer. “I was so emotionally drained that I required assistance to get out of the cockpit,” said Koch. “A good friend and fellow pilot, Ensign Tony Quigley, was first up on the wing to welcome me and help me get out of the plane.”9

			By the morning of December 8, the Japanese fleet was assumed to be heading toward the island of Jaluit in the Marshalls. The sudden war brought apprehension to some, strengthened bonds with others, and created a special pact between four close friends of Lexington’s Scouting Two.

			Aviation Radioman Third Class (ARM3c) Wayne Carson Colley had joined the Lexington scout unit in its early months. Colley was born December 13, 1921, in Clintwood, Virginia, a hillside hamlet snuggled up next to the Kentucky border. Many of the Colley line who settled in this little farming community had fought in the Civil War. Wayne was a tall, lanky kid of six feet two inches, with dark hair, light ice-blue eyes, and classic good looks. Nicknamed “Slim” by his peers, the young man with the strong Virginia accent had a love for the outdoors. His hunting and fishing skills put food on the table at the Colley home, where he was raised with a sister and five brothers.

			His father, Jasper Colley, insisted that young Wayne would not follow the Colley tradition of working in coal mines. Jasper, a schoolteacher, had lost a leg after an explosion in the mines, and he loved to show students his artificial limb. Wayne joined the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) just short of graduating from high school. In 1939, he enlisted in the Navy and went through boot camp at Norfolk. During his early service in the military, he was able to complete high school and earn his diploma.

			Slim Colley was shipped out to San Diego after boot camp and assigned to Scouting Two. When word was passed of open spots for radiomen, he jumped at the chance. In order to become carrier-qualified, it was important to be not only a master of Morse code but also a proficient aerial gunner. “The Navy kept grabbing radiomen and sending them off to other ships,” Colley explained. “Once you qualified, you had the rate ‘radioman-qual-air,’ and that kept them from sending you to some ship as a radioman.”10

			During the months of training, Colley became close with three other radiomen: Lawrence Sargent Craft, Lanois Mardi Wheeler, and James Buford Jewell. The quartet had gone through boot camp together in December 1939, progressed through radio training, and been assigned to Scouting Two together in early 1940. Good-natured Lanny Wheeler came from Roscoe, Illinois, just outside of Chicago. Jewell came from the little town of Horse Cave, Kentucky, located northeast of Nashville and just east of Mammoth Cave National Park. Known to his tight-knit group simply as J.B., Jewell and his brother joined the Navy, leaving their mother to manage the family’s large bluegrass country farm.

			Larry Craft, the youngest son of a poor, twelve-child family from Winnsboro, South Carolina, was the only married one of the VS-2 quartet. Known from a young age as “Lefty,” Craft was a wiry, five-foot-eight farm boy of Dutch and Native American ancestry. He was dark complected, with black hair and dark eyes. Although of small stature, with small feet and hands, Lefty had an oversize “large and in-charge” personality.

			He met his future wife, Beatrice McLendon, during a visit to the local mercantile store to buy farm supplies in 1939. Lefty became quite fond of the young store bookkeeper he called “Bee Bee,” but he was intent upon fulfilling boyhood dreams of joining the Navy to see the world. He enlisted on December 12 at Norfolk, and was ordered to San Diego for boot camp. Bee Bee accompanied him to Georgia when he said his good-byes to his sister Geneva. In their parting hours, Lefty surprised Bee Bee by saying, “Let’s get married.” She agreed and they began plans for a future wedding when he had leave from the Navy.

			As the group progressed through radio training at San Diego and on to Lexington, Lefty, J.B., Slim, and Lanny were inseparable. They shared chow time, shore leaves, and idle time on board ship when they were not flying. “We were like brothers,” said Colley.

			Lexington returned from maneuvers to San Diego at the end of August 1940 and Lefty was given leave to visit home in Winnsboro. He married Bee Bee McLendon on September 6, and she soon flew to California to start a home in nearby Coronado. Bee Bee got to know Jewell, Colley, and Wheeler, who were often guests at the Craft dinner table. However, as Scouting Two took shape during 1941, flight duties and sea excursions became more frequent.

			Among the tests the dive-bomber crews endured was how many G’s (G-force) their bodies could withstand. Bob Dixon’s aviators flew as many as four flights in a twenty-four-hour period. While operating from the Hawaiian Islands, the old target ship Utah was often the victim of their practice bombing attacks. The SBC-4s that Colley and company flew had two miniature bomb racks on each wing, capable of carrying five small bombs each. From an altitude of about fifteen thousand feet, the pilots would dive to release one small dummy bomb against the target ship. Then they would climb back to altitude and repeat the process nine more times until all their practice bombs were expended.

			“We did this till we couldn’t walk, sleep, or eat,” said Colley. “We were just zombies.” With as many as forty practice dives in a single day, the pilots and their rear-seat gunners had little time to even use the head. When Colley finally found some sack time, he was practically delirious. “You’d crawl in the sack after that and the bunk would go every which way—up, down, sideways.”11

			Scouting Two’s senior radioman, twenty-eight-year-old Ferdinand John “Fred” Sugar, worked his new gunners to the point of perfection. Aside from bombing and gunnery drills, the airmen mastered the art of operating from the tight confines of a carrier flight deck. The giant Lexington even carried arresting gear forward, in addition to the usual aft-mounted wire traps, so that she could land aircraft on her bow in an emergency. “About every three months, we’d go out for operations where we had to take off over the stern,” Colley said. “The ship would be backing down; it could do fifteen to twenty knots, and we’d take off and then land on the bow.”

			The early Curtiss SBC-4 was a rugged aircraft, even under extreme tests. Colley was in the rear seat for one flight in which the biplane was put through a G-force test from twenty thousand feet without any flaps. “We pulled eleven and a half G’s on the pullout,” he recalled of his pilot’s front cockpit meter reading. “That tore me up. I spit up blood for a week after that. Every damn tooth in my head ached on the pullout but the plane held together.”

			Colley, Craft, Jewell, and Wheeler found themselves in good company with Scouting Two. Chief Sugar’s enlisted men were solid and well trained. Among them was Aviation Radioman Third Class (ARM3c) John Liska, from Van Nuys, California. For him, the Navy was a chance to make something of himself and to help provide for his family. Born in Coaldale, Pennsylvania, John had moved at an early age to California, where he was raised with two brothers and two sisters. His father worked for a power company, but was crippled by an industrial accident that left his wife to raise their children on a chicken farm.

			At age twelve, Johnny began tinkering with radios by building crystal sets and then tube sets, eventually turning the family’s old chicken house into his workshop to dabble in shortwave sending and receiving. He was an all-around athlete and gymnast in high school and also helped his brother in a floor-laying business. In February 1941, John Liska had his mother sign his enlistment papers when he was seventeen so that he could join the Navy while still in high school. Although mild-mannered and humble by nature, John was a five-foot-ten weight lifter with powerful hands and, according to his son’s description, was “built like a brick shithouse.” His regular letters written to his brothers and sisters helped inspire his brother Frank to join the Navy in 1941, while his younger brother Steve hoped to join after finishing high school. Frank also became an enlisted radioman, but was later killed in a VP-117 patrol plane crash. Johnny Liska became one of the brothers of VS-2 and in due time would find his chance to shine.

			The onset of war was something J. B. Jewell, Lefty Craft, Slim Colley, and Lanny Wheeler talked about for long hours. “We all had an agreement—the four of us—that if any of us got killed, whoever survived would try and see the others’ folks,” Colley said. Each of their families had already gotten to know the other young men. As for their survival pact, Colley and his buddies hoped it was something they would never have to fulfill.

			—

			The second day of war was passed with scouting missions conducted by the SBD squadrons. Lexington launched sixteen Dauntlesses of VS-2 to search out to 315 miles. Lieutenant (j.g.) Jack “Pappy” Hunter, the squadron’s gunnery officer, in 2-S-7, radioed that he was being forced to make a water landing. He announced to wingman Tony Quigley that his engine had failed. At 0840, Hunter landed his SBD in the ocean, and he had climbed into his rubber raft with rear-seat man Radioman Second Class Earl Willard Lang. Quigley got a thumbs-up signal from Hunter and then held station over the pair to radio information on their coordinates.12

			Admiral Newton dispatched the destroyer Drayton to rescue the downed VS-2 aviators. In the interim, Task Force 12 received word at 0900 that the Japanese strike force had retired from the Hawaiian Islands area and that Lexington should proceed toward Oahu. It was a somber group of pilots that gathered in the ready room that night to mourn the missing Pappy Hunter. Robert Weinzapfel found comfort in prayer before any mission. “But, to pray for help in finding the enemy so I can bomb him and kill as many men as possible,” he wrote in his diary on December 8, “well, it’s just hard to do. I began to complain that I wasn’t getting to fly any, so I was put on a submarine patrol hop this afternoon.” Drayton and another destroyer, Lamson, searched for Hunter’s crew into the following day.13

			Scouting Two’s misfortunes continued on December 9 during recovery of a dozen scouts at 1230, when Robert Weinzapfel fell victim to a mishap. As he was bringing his plane, number 2-S-17, in for a landing, his Dauntless veered over the starboard side and crashed into the ocean.

			“We were landing but he took a wave-off and we stalled and spun in,” said Radioman Third Class Raymond Eugene Reames, his rear gunner. It was the first flight the two had made together. Reames was another Texan, from the central Texas town of Cisco. Reames, twenty-two, had joined the navy in July 1940, after graduating from Cisco High School, and had been the honor man of his company during training at San Diego. The force of the impact knocked Reames unconscious for a moment, but he quickly came to as the ocean rushed into his cockpit.

			Reames kicked free of his rear seat as their Dauntless bubbled under the waves nose first. The tail section rose into the air, and this was all that was visible when the young gunner freed himself. “Immediately, I tried to get to him but the tail fell on top of me,” Reames reported. Ensign Weinzapfel remained in the cockpit as the SBD plunged beneath the waves. The crash had likely driven the pilot into his bombsight or other instruments, knocking him unconscious. Reames was mortified to watch their bomber disappear with his fellow Texan trapped inside. “He was one swell fellow,” Reames recalled.
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					Scouting Squadron Two (VS-2) pilots on Lexington’s flight deck on December 24, 1941: (front row, left to right) Ensign Johnny Leppla, Ensign “Roscoe” Neely, Lieutenant Commander Bob Dixon, Lieutenant Evan Aurand, and Ensign Linc Koch; (back row, left to right) Lieutenant (j.g.) Tommy Edwards, Lieutenant Hoyt Mann, Lieutenant (j.g.) Roy Hale, Ensign Harry Wood, Ensign Marvin Haschke, Ensign Everleigh Willems, Ensign Art Schultz, Ensign Tony Quigley, Lieutenant Joe Smith, Lieutenant (j.g.) Chandler Swanson, and Lieutenant Edward Allen.
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					Scouting Squadron Two gunners on Lexington’s flight deck on December 24, 1941: (front row, left to right) Fred Sugar, Larry Craft, Bruce Rountree, Wayne Colley, Lanny Wheeler, and Cyril Huvar; (back row, left to right) Clarence Garlow, John Liska, John Edwards, Robert Wheelhouse, Charles Rouser, and James Jewell.

			

			Lexington’s plane guard destroyer, Flusser, fished Reames out of the ocean, but Ensign Weinzapfel was gone. His longtime roommate, Jack Leppla, wrote to the Weinzapfel family back in Muenster, Texas, to express his deep grief. “To me, Robert was like a brother and the best friend I ever had,” Leppla wrote. “Robert was either killed instantly or rendered unconscious by the impact and therefore could not free himself from the plane. His courage was well known and I know he had no fear of death.”14

			The family also received correspondence from VS-2 skipper Bob Dixon. The Weinzapfel family and the Leppla family would remain in contact throughout the war. When Mrs. Weinzapfel wrote to Ensign Leppla in January 1942, she sent the following wish: “Do a good fight, John. Do your part and Robert’s also. His spirit is with you.”15

			Jack Leppla would certainly carry on for his brave friend. In due time he would prove that he possessed a fighting spirit that the Japanese would prefer to avoid.

			Lexington retained her Marine scout bombing squadron instead of sending it to Midway. As the carrier approached Oahu on the morning of December 10, the Vindicators were launched ahead for Ewa Field. Lexington spent the next days operating to the southwest of Oahu, sending out search planes and combat air patrols to guard against a return of Japanese strikers. Lexington finally steamed into the channel of Pearl Harbor late in the afternoon of December 13. Her planes had not managed to attack anything Japanese, and the new war had already cost her two precious dive-bombers and three airmen.

			Scouting Two flew ashore to Ford Island. Bob Dixon reported that his aviators “went on the alert until one and a half hours after sunset and again went on the alert one hour before sunrise the following morning.” The air still smelled of ashes and burned paint while rescue crews continued to try to save men trapped in the overturned battleship Oklahoma. Ensign Mark Whittier and two other VB-2 pilots were scrambled in their SBDs after lunch to investigate a report of a Japanese submarine between Oahu and Molakai, but they found only debris in the ocean.16

			The submarine scare kept Pearl Harbor’s command on edge all night. “They arranged for us to have a night at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, but in the middle of the night we got a knock on the door and were told to return to the base immediately,” recalled Ensign Norm Sterrie of Torpedo Two. The pilots were told that Lexington was heading out to sea because of evidence of a Japanese sub in the harbor. “We got out to the ship in a fly-by-night episode at rapid speed without lights across the island and then to the ship,” Sterrie related, “but they decided not to go out that night.”17

			Pete Aurand of VS-2 found that his girlfriend, Patricia Riley, had narrowly survived the Pearl Harbor attack. She was standing in her sister’s yard, snapping a photo of the exploding battleship Arizona, when a Japanese plane swooped in low. Her brother pulled Patricia to safety before machine-gun bullets chewed up the sod where she had been standing. Ashore on leave, Pete proposed to his girlfriend next to the burned hulk of an aircraft. She accepted, but their ceremony would have to wait until Lexington was back in port for a longer period of time.18

			When Lexington’s Task Force 11 sortied from Pearl Harbor the next day, December 14, she was under command of Vice Admiral Wilson Brown with orders to conduct an offensive mission. After clearing the harbor channel, she landed all of her planes: twenty-one Brewster Buffalo F2A fighters, thirty-two SBDs, and fifteen TBD Devastators. Two days later, Ensigns Mark Whittier and Clem Connally of VB-2 reported what they believed to be a Japanese carrier about ninety-five miles from Point Option. They made dive-bombing attacks and headed back for their carrier while Captain Ted Sherman launched a strike force of three dozen planes to follow up. Fortunately, the young pilots’ marksmanship was as poor as their ship-recognition skills. Their carrier turned out to be a derelict dynamite barge that had been cut loose during the Pearl Harbor attack by the tugboat that was hauling it toward Palmyra Island. Connally and Whittier, teased by their squadron mates for bombing the derelict “carrier,” could well have blown their SBDs from the skies had they landed direct hits.19

			Ensign Whittier had been with Bombing Two since August 1938. During his college years at the University of Minnesota, he had planned to attend medicine school after completing his first two years of basics. His grades were not high enough to make the cut to med school, so Whittier opted to enlist in the Navy, become an aviator, and then resume his medical schooling after his service. Bombing Two’s pilots became a tight bunch as their training progressed. “We flew together, worked together, drank together, and, all too frequently, mourned together,” wrote Whittier. To lighten the strain, VB-2’s pilots created the “Flying Jack-Ass Medal” award, to be worn around the neck by anyone who pulled a complete aerial moment of ignorance. “He was the exalted keeper of this ‘trophy’ until such time, in his judgement, someone deserved it more.”20

			Whittier earned the Flying Jack-Ass Medal during aerial gunnery practice one day by pressing home his attack on the tow plane so close that his prop shredded the tow sleeve. The next “victim” was none other than his skipper, Lieutenant Commander Harry “Don” Felt. During an early-morning takeoff from Lexington, Felt spun his SBD into the ocean and suffered a broken arm and broken ribs in the crash. Transferred back to his carrier via a high-line basket, Felt was resting comfortably in his stateroom when wingman Mark Whittier paid him a visit. Whittier wished him a painless recovery and departed without a word, leaving the Flying Jack-Ass Medal on the doorknob.21

			—

			In the wake of Whittier’s “carrier” sighting, Lexington’s task force refueled at sea during the next few days. The air group was anticipating an offensive strike, but word was received on December 20 that the mission was canceled. The weather was rough on December 23 as Lexington tried in vain to refuel from the tanker Neosho. Lieutenant (j.g.) Joel Davis Jr., flying a VB-2 Dauntless on a routine scouting patrol, crashed into the ocean fourteen miles north of the carrier. Lexington and her plane guard ships raced to the scene, but Davis and his gunner, Radioman Third Class Vernon Schmidt, apparently did not escape their sinking plane. It was Lexington’s third SBD loss of the month.22

			Task Force 11 returned to Pearl Harbor on December 27. Bob Dixon’s VS-2 and Don Felt’s VB-2 squadrons overhauled their planes at Ford Island during the next two days. Pete Aurand of VS-2 took the opportunity ashore that afternoon to quickly marry his fiancée, Patricia. Lexington’s dive-bomber squadrons picked up new rookie ensigns to make up for their December losses. Scouting Two added Ensigns John Wingfield and Joe Johnson, while Bombing Two gained five new pilots—Ensigns Frank McDonald, Russell Lecklider, Don Wakeham, Joseph Riley, and William Edwards.23

			After two days in port, Lexington ventured out on December 29 for a short cruise southwest of the Hawaiian islands. She returned to Pearl on January 3, 1942, for several days of overhaul while her air group returned to the local bases. The first month of war had been frustrating in that there had been no enemy action for the Lexington aviators, and it had been costly in terms of lost aircraft.
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			TWO

						
						
						
			Rocky, Swede, and “the Master”

			The surprise attack on Pearl Harbor created an equally intensive mobilization for war among the carrier Yorktown’s air group.

			Her airmen were based on and around the Norfolk, Virginia, naval air base. The pilots had returned from a training cruise on December 3, and they were eager for some downtime. The Norfolk Virginian-Pilot headlines hinted at escalating tensions in the Far East and that war in the Pacific was looming on the horizon. Nonetheless, lively festivities and celebrations were in order.1

			Several pilots used their liberty time to get hitched. Yorktown fighter pilot Leslie Knox was married on Saturday, December 6, at Our Lady of Victory Chapel at NOB Norfolk. He was preceded in holy matrimony by two other Yorktown aviators. Both Ensign Lavell “Jeff” Bigelow of VB-5 and Lieutenant Roger Blake Woodhull of VS-5 were joined with their significant others the previous afternoon. Scouting Five’s officers threw a big cocktail party at the base officers’ club in honor of Woodhull and his new bride, Jean Maxwell Brown Woodhull.

			Woodhull was celebrating life as much as he was his new marriage. He had narrowly escaped a midair tragedy just weeks prior during training exercises in Louisiana. His Scouting Five had been one of four Navy squadrons selected to participate in the September 1941 “Louisiana Maneuvers,” the largest joint Army-Navy exercise ever held.

			More than seventy thousand Army soldiers had participated in mock war exercises in Louisiana during May 1940. The following summer, General George C. Marshall had organized another, larger version of the war games in the Bayou State. More than four hundred thousand troops congregated during late August 1941 for the so-called Louisiana Maneuvers, designed to evaluate U.S. training, logistics, doctrine, and commanders. This time, the military exercises included aerial support from both Army and Navy squadrons to enhance the training. The Navy’s contribution was two fighter squadrons, plus Scouting Five from Yorktown and VB-2 from Lexington.

			Roger Woodhull and seventeen other VS-5 crews had flown from Norfolk on September 9, 1941, for Louisiana. He made the six-hour flight to Lake Charles via New Orleans through hurricane-induced foul weather in an aircraft that was brand-new to him. Scouting Five had just traded in their old biplane Curtiss SBC bombers for new model Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bombers. The SBDs were certainly a vast improvement, with greater dive performance, range, and speed than their predecessor. The SBD-3 model had a top speed of 216 knots, or 250 mph, from each plane’s thousand-horsepower Wright Cyclone engine, although actual cruising speed on combat missions was normally 140 to 160 knots to preserve fuel. The range of an SBD with a thousand-pound bomb was safely between 200 and 225 miles or 250 and 275 miles with a five-hundred-pound bomb.

			For the Louisiana war games, Woodhull’s squadron took up residence at the crude Lake Charles airfield. “Our previous training had not included sleeping in a tent and operating off a gravel strip,” said Lieutenant (j.g.) Bill Christie, one of a few VB-5 pilots who joined VS-5 for the training. The Navy pilots and rear gunners were resigned to bucket baths and swatting mosquitoes while roughing it in sweltering weather in Army tents. One of Scouting Five’s senior aviators, Lieutenant (j.g.) Charlie Ware, a 1940 Naval Academy graduate from Knoxville, found the conditions at Lake Charles to be “rugged” but “a lot of fun with the Army.”2

			The troops of the Louisiana Maneuvers had been divided into two fictious countries. Ware, Woodhull, and their VS-5 companions were assigned to the “Blue Army,” more than two hundred thousand men of General Walter Krueger’s Third Army. The Blue Army was called Almat—an acronym for Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Tennessee—and it was to act as a foreign army that had invaded Lousiana’s coast. They were to attack the “Red Army” of the made-up country Kotmk (Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, Missouri, and Kentucky). The Red Army, commanded by Lieutenant General Ben Lear, would be deployed in an egg-shaped area in northwest Louisiana near Shreveport.3

			The Red Army opened the maneuvers before dawn on Monday, September 15, by advancing an armored division across the Red River. Brigadier General George S. Patton’s armored division of tanks, mobile infantry, and artillery followed. Many of the Army officers present—Patton, Omar Bradley, Mark Clark, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Lesley J. McNair—would later rise to very senior roles in World War II. The first mission for Lexington’s VB-2 and Yorktown’s VS-5 was a predawn surprise air attack against the Barksdale Army Air Base at Shreveport that day. Skippers Don Felt and Bill Burch led their SBD squadrons in a night takeoff and then flew north. The units circled Barksdale to prepare to hit from both the northwest and the northeast at the same time—twenty minutes before sunrise.

			The Blue Army’s navy dive-bombers caught the Red Army’s fighter planes parked on the runway. Burch’s and Felt’s pilots swooped in so that their rear-seat gunners could toss six-ounce sacks of wet flour to simulate bomb drops. “Rows of parked army airplanes were our objective and we decommissioned them in short order,” said Mark Whittier. The ground umpires, however, failed to rule on the success of the Navy’s bombardment as the SBDs retired from Barksdale. Embarrassed Army fighter pilots quickly manned their P-40s and took off. “The Army fighters overtook our retirement and sliced through our formation,” said Lieutenant Commander Felt.4

			The results were nearly fatal for VS-5’s Lieutenant Woodhull and his gunner, Aviation Radioman Third Class Albert Woodrow Garlow. Woodhull, two weeks shy of his twenty-eighth birthday, was the nephew of a San Antonio judge. In 1937, he had graduated seventh in his class of 365 at the Naval Academy, where he had participated in boxing, soccer, and lacrosse. Known to his classmen as “Rog” or “Woody,” he then served on surface ships until starting his pilot training in 1940 at NAS Pensacola. Woodhull served on the carriers Wasp and Ranger before being assigned to Yorktown’s Scouting Five in January 1941. By September, he and gunner Al Garlow had been flying as a pilot-radioman team for several months.

			Garlow was a hard-luck youth who had found his calling in the U.S. Navy. He was raised in rural Nebraska, but his parents divorced when he was thirteen. Al packed his bags and went to work on a farm while he attended high school. He hitchhiked to San Diego after his senior year and enlisted in the military in 1937. Al worked as a mess cook during his early months on Lexington. He often served the aviators, who took notice of the young man’s personable disposition. He soon got the chance to go through radioman training and began flying with Torpedo Two, where he remained until early 1941. Garlow stood only five feet seven and was very slight of frame. He had grown up in a real cowboy town but his friends chided him that he was more likely to end up a jockey than a cowboy. He was assigned to Yorktown in June 1941 and became part of Scouting Five the following month.

			Garlow was facing aft as his Dauntless roared away from the Blue Army’s field at Barksdale shortly after daybreak. Behind him, the excited Army Eighth Pursuit Group fighter pilots began making continuous dives and swoops on the fleeing Navy bombers to try to convince the ground spotters that they were making “kills” against their adversaries. One of the Curtiss P-40s dived straight down on Woodhull and then pulled up for altitude in between Woodhull and the SBD ahead of him.

			The P-40 plowed right into the SBD with a frightful explosion. Woodhull’s prop slashed off the tail section of the fighter in the midair collision. The P-40 of Second Lieutenant John Ward Bobrowski from Racine, Wisconsin, plunged toward the earth, minus its tail. Witnesses said that Bobrowski was unable to parachute from his flaming plane. Woodhull hollered over the intercom, “Bail out! I’m going to try and land the plane, but you bail out now!”5

			Garlow had blind faith in his pilot. He also knew better than to question orders. He unbuckled his seat belt harness and flung himself over the side of the SBD’s rear cockpit from a mere six hundred feet. His parachute scarcely had time to deploy but it did the trick. Garlow landed in a cotton field near the Coushatta crossing of the Red River, fortunate to be alive, but spent two days working his way back to the Blue Army base.6

			Woodhull found to his surprise that he still had some control of his SBD. He finally thought to tell Garlow, “Never mind,” but when he glanced backward, his rear-seat man was gone. All three blades of his dive-bomber’s prop were bent, and the propeller itself was slammed six inches out of line. Woodhull’s cowling was smashed up against the engine, one tire was punctured, his bomb rack was torn off, half the underside of one wing had been carried away, and his SBD’s fuselage was torn. His engine vibrated so badly because of the bent prop that the tail vibrated out of line by two feet. Woodhull’s entire engine mount was twisted five inches out of alignment, and yet he was still flying.

			He nursed his crippled war bird some 110 miles back to the Blue Army’s airfield, escorted by his VS-5 companions. Even with one blown tire on his landing gear, Woodhull managed to crash-land his Dauntless without injury. “We acquired a healthy respect for that airplane and its ability to take punishment and still get back,” said squadron skipper Bill Burch. “We knew we were flying a rugged airplane, and I think that confidence had a lot to do with the things we were able to do with it later on in the Pacific.”7

			By the time the war games ended on September 28, twenty-six men had been killed—some from drowning, some from vehicle accidents, five in airplane crashes, and one soldier who was struck by lightning. Scouting Five departed Louisiana on September 29 to begin another cross-country flight back to Norfolk, where they arrived on October 1. For their part in the maneuvers, VS-5’s pilots and gunners were praised by both Navy and Army leaders. They had received an important indoctrination in aerial support of land warfare. Roger Woodhull and some of his fellow Dauntless aviators—Al Garlow, Willard Glidewell, Turner Caldwell, Swede Vejtasa, and Jim Cales—could not imagine that in less than a year’s time, this service would be invaluable to their survival when they found themselves flying from a sweltering Pacific island called Guadalcanal.

			The first week of December 1941 was a more joyous time for Woodhull as he celebrated both his survival and his new bride, Jean. Any thoughts of war were clouded and far removed from most of the Yorktown pilots’ minds when they finally stumbled back to their quarters on the Norfolk base in the wee hours of December 7, 1941.

			—

			Rocky Glidewell, Scouting Five’s senior enlisted man, was a popular guy. His fun-loving spirit endeared him to his junior radiomen. His determination and prowess with machine guns gave his air group officers confidence in selecting him to fly with the most senior aviators.

			On the afternoon of December 7, Glidewell picked up his Plymouth convertible that he kept just off the Norfolk naval base. Two shipmates and their girlfriends piled in, and Rocky’s girl took her usual seat alongside him in the front. Christmas was less than three weeks away as they set out with the top down, intent on finding the perfect Norfolk pine to decorate for the holidays. Rocky’s car radio belted out the latest popular music. Glenn Miller’s orchestra swing tune “Chattanooga Choo Choo” was just climbing the charts to the top position.

			Tall and handsome, Rocky was solidly built. He was a first-class petty officer with twelve years in the U.S. Navy. Behind his warm smile and bright eyes was a serious man who was not known to back down from a fight. The nickname he had earned in the boxing rings fit like a glove. To his parents, he was Willard Ellis Glidewell, who entered the world in 1912 in Jackson County, Illinois. His father was a railroad man who died when he was ten, leaving him and his older brother to work the farm and care for his mother and two sisters. Although his mother remarried, Glidewell found himself “doing a man’s work” as a teenager, laboring on another man’s farm, plowing, tending fields, threshing, and tending to livestock.8

			He first tried to enlist in the Navy in the fall of 1929, but failed the physical because of a deviated septum caused by a farm horse that gave him a busted nose. Glidewell took the recruiter’s advice to have his nose repaired and diligently saved his earnings from working at a bowling alley that winter. Fresh from nasal surgery and eighteen years old, Willard Glidewell went to the recruiting station at Chicago again in 1930 and secured an enlistment.

			During his five months at the Great Lakes training station, Glidewell pursued amateur boxing. Although he weighed only 134 pounds at the time, he had a real fighting spirit. His given name, Willard, did not sound like a particularly tough ring name, so Glidewell adopted the soubriquet “Rocky,” a nickname that would follow him for life. During his first boxing match, Rocky broke his thumb because his gloves were too loose, but he still managed to win the fight.
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					Willard “Rocky” Glidewell, Scouting Five’s senior radioman. 

				

			Rocky Glidewell earned top marks on his boot camp test, which only a dozen men passed. He was assigned to the radio communications division aboard the USS Idaho, where he learned Morse code and progressed rapidly in his skills. He joined the destroyer Overton (DD-239) in 1932 and sailed with her for duty in the Panama Canal Zone as a showing of American presence. Rocky boxed off and on in Panama, representing the Navy’s featherweight division against both Army and Army Air Corps opponents. In the fall of 1937 Glidewell finally moved toward naval aviation by being assigned at Norfolk to the carrier Yorktown’s Scouting Squadron Five as an aviation mechanic. Christened by Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936, the $25 million Yorktown landed her first aircraft on November 10, 1937. Displacing 25,500 tons when fully loaded, Yorktown, at 809 feet in length, was smaller than the giant Lexington and Saratoga. Still, she sported a top speed of 32.5 knots and could operate ninety aircraft at sea, making her a leaner, equally deadly combat vessel in terms of striking power.

			When a slot came open for competition to attend radio school, Rocky passed the test with flying colors. By December 1941, Glidewell had advanced to first-class radioman and was senior among his Scouting Five peers. He flew as Lieutenant Commander William L. Rees’s regular gunner from August 1940 until his transfer in June 1941. Glidewell flew hops with a number of VS-5’s other pilot officers but soon settled in as new Air Group Commander Curtis Stanton Smiley’s regular gunner.

			During twelve years of naval service, he had become familiar with many island chains of the Pacific. The Hawaiian Islands were thus more familiar to Rocky than to most Americans when they rose to the forefront of everyone’s attention. The passengers in his Plymouth did not know how to take the news at first. Crackling from the convertible’s radio came the shocking announcement that Pearl Harbor had been attacked.

			Japanese warplanes carried out a surprise attack at Oahu, destroying many of the Pacific Fleet’s mighty battleships. Glidewell turned his car toward Norfolk and gunned his engine. Dropping off the girls at their homes, he and his shipmates raced back to the base. Yorktown’s sailors were immediately restricted to the base and to their ship. Air Group Commander Smiley was charged with a multitude of details to prepare his squadrons and their aircraft for war. Rocky Glidewell, as senior enlisted petty officer of his scout bombing squadron, was similarly tasked with getting his personnel prepared. The devastating truth soon came out. Six Japanese aircraft carriers had pummeled Hawaii, killing more than two thousand sailors, soldiers, and civilians alike. This is it, thought Rocky. An eye for an eye. Time to show ’em what America is made of.

			Most of Glidewell’s enlisted men were eager for action on the high seas. There was nineteen-year-old Harold Wilger, fresh out of high school from Willmar, Minnesota. Another newcomer was Tony Brunetti, whose mother had campaigned in Hartford, Connecticut, to allow early graduation to hometown boys who wanted to join the military. Other VS-5 radiomen had more Navy tenure. Joe Roll from Detroit and Missourian Carl Russ each had more than five years of military service under their belts. Jim Cales, who hailed from the coal-mining state of West Virginia, had enlisted in the Navy exactly two years earlier, on December 7, 1939. Glidewell’s closest peer was Chief Radioman Oliver Grew, who was known for his long, waxed mustache and as skipper Bill Burch’s regular gunner.9

			With nineteen dive-bombers assigned to his squadron, Glidewell carried an average of twenty-two radiomen-gunners in order to man all aircraft, with a few spares. He knew that with war would come losses, and that as time went on he would be forced to train replacements. Fortunately, there were ample trained radiomen amongst the ship’s company.

			One such individual was Clay Strickland, born the sixth of nine children on a rented farm near Clifton, Texas. Clay graduated from high school in nearby Kopperl, Texas, in May 1937, and worked on the family farm until age twenty-one. He enlisted in the Navy in July 1940. Seaman Second Class Strickland was assigned to the K-Division with the ship’s radio gang, decoding and coding messages. Two months later, he was assigned to VB-5 as a radioman striker, where he would spend the early months of 1942 climbing the totem pole toward active flight duty. In due time, Clay Strickland would become integrated into VS-5 and become another of Glidewell’s charges.10

			—

			Scouting Five skipper Bill Burch was in disbelief when he heard the news about Pearl Harbor from one of his pilots that afternoon. Burch, confused, could only think to ask how they knew the attackers were Japanese.11

			Many of his pilots were recovering from the late cocktail party thrown in honor of Roger Woodhull’s wedding. Ensign Lavell “Jeff” Bigelow, a twenty-four-year-old Brigham Young graduate from Provo, Utah, heard the news over the radio. The Bombing Five pilot and his bride of two days were packing their bags for their honeymoon. “I took off my civilian clothes, put on my uniform, and checked into the USS Yorktown,” Bigelow recalled of his sudden status change. Link Traynor of VS-5 was just unpacking in his new Norfolk apartment when he heard of the attack on the radio. Two hours later, a duty officer rapped on his door and announced, “Traynor, I’ll give you two hours to get to the squadron with your luggage ready to go.”12

			Lieutenant (j.g.) Stanley Winfield Vejtasa and his wife of two years, Irene Funk Vejtasa, had rented a house in Norfolk for themselves and their one-year-old son, Gene. Stan believed that war with Japan was imminent, but he was not expecting the phone call he received that afternoon. “Get your ass down here,” an officer demanded. “Pearl Harbor has just been bombed. Get down to the squadron!”13

			Stan Vejtasa had also been with VS-5 since its beginnings in 1940. The six-foot-two, blue-eyed, blond-haired young man of mixed European ancestry hailed from the farmlands of Circle, Montana. His grandparents, Frank and Frances Svoboda Vejtasa (originally Vejtasovych), had been born in Moravia, now part of the Czech Republic. Frank came to Omaha, Nebraska, in 1880 and drove a one-horse streetcar there for two years. He saved enough money by 1884 that he and Frances could start a homestead east of present Fairdale, North Dakota, just a half mile from an Indian camp.14

			The Vejtasas raised seven boys and four girls while farming the Walsh County, North Dakota, land where the buffalo and Indians still roamed freely. Times were tough, but their oldest son, John Vejtasa, put himself through college in Minnesota, becoming one of the first in his family to achieve this distinction. John married Inga Rinnhaugen of Minnesota, whose parents who had emigrated from Norway. Their first daughter, Mildred, was born in 1911 and three years later, their first son, Stanley Vejtasa, was born in Paris, Montana. John had decided to take advantage of the 1909 Enlarged Homestead Act, which provided 320 acres to farmers who accepted marginal lands in the Great Plains that could not be easily irrigated.15

			Young Stan Vejtasa was raised on his family’s land in the rugged backcountry of eastern Montana, where he and his sister Mildred helped with their younger siblings. Stanley followed in his father’s footsteps by attending college both at the Montana State College in Bozeman and at the University of Montana in Missoula. Vejtasa enlisted in the U.S. Naval Reserves on September 15, 1937, was appointed an Aviation Cadet in July 1938, and had earned his gold wings one year later. He was commissioned as an ensign in August 1939, and was assigned to Scouting Five. During his first eighteen months of flying, Stan Vejtasa proved his abilities to skipper Curt Smiley and then Bill Burch. By the end of 1941, twenty-seven-year-old Vejtasa had racked up nearly thirteen hundred hours of flight time.16

			The only real problem he had was with his European name. The pronunciation of Vejtasa (VAY-tuh-suh) would give Stan trouble all his life. Even during training at Norfolk, skipper Burch could not master it. In front of the squadron, Burch once quipped, “He’s blond. He must be a Swede.” In his office, the skipper later admitted to Vejtasa that he found his name too difficult to pronounce.

			“So,” he said, “you are now Swede.” And with that, Stanley Vejtasa became known to all who flew with him as “Swede” from that day forward.

			Swede had no problem with the new nickname. In fact, he had his own for Bill Burch—“the Natural.” “There was no aviator in the world like Bill Burch,” he said. “I don’t give a damn what it was, he could fly that airplane and it was just like it was second nature to him.” Vejtasa flew the number-two position on Lieutenant Commander Burch quite often. Burch was the ultimate teacher, showing Swede various maneuvers, such as how to utilize the sun, wind, and clouds when approaching a target. “It was automatic with Burch,” Swede said. He could instantly size up a weather formation and determine the best direction from which to achieve the element of surprise with his dive-bomber.17

			Lieutenant Commander William Oscar Burch Jr. was a Kentucky native who had graduated in 1927 from the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland. One of his junior pilots described the thirty-seven-year-old Burch as a tall, slim man “with thinning blond hair and piercing, pale blue eyes. He had an intense yet mild manner and normally talked in a low voice, which would increase in intensity and volume as he became excited.” Burch had first been assigned to VS-5 on March 29, 1940, as the unit’s operations officer. He advanced to executive officer (XO), and in May 1941 he took the position of Curt Smiley, his former commanding officer (CO). Smiley had been elevated to the command of the entire Yorktown Air Group, replacing outgoing Bill Rees.18

			When Scouting Five traded its obsolete Curtiss SBC-4 biplane scout bombers for eighteen new monoplane SBD-3 Dauntless dive-bombers in July 1941, it was a whole new game for Burch. Swede felt that the SBD “was a helluva fine airplane.” He learned from his instructor how to utilize this new dive-bomber in combat situations. “Normally you’d think that sort of thing would be applicable to fighter squadrons only, but that didn’t
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