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FOREWORD




Adm. James L. Holloway III, USN (Ret.)


Although Korea was a war America neither expected nor planned to fight, it had little choice. At dawn on June 25, 1950, when the North Korean Army without warning or provocation stormed across the South Korean border, their purpose was clear—to annex the Republic of Korea, a free and sovereign nation, to the Communist North.

How would America and its free-world allies respond to this transparent Communist aggression? The choices seemed painfully dia - metric. Counter with diplomatic protests and ambiguous threats, thus risking its influence in the postwar world? Or unleash its arsenal of tactical atomic weapons, possibly triggering a full-scale nuclear war with the Soviet Union?

Instead, as the world watched apprehensively, America took the only option consistent with its national character: Draw a line in the sand, and, despite the extreme sacrifices that lay ahead, go to war with conventional arms.

America was totally unprepared for even a limited war. By early 1950 its massive armies, air forces, and seagoing fleets, so essential to allied victory in World War II, had been dismantled. For their part, Americans had little appetite for war, especially on a piece of the globe so remote and forbidding. As then Secretary of State Dean Acheson put it, “If the best minds in the world had set out to find us the worst possible location to fight a war, the unanimous choice would have been Korea.”

Rebounding from a disastrous start during which American and allied forces, acting under United Nations mandate, were nearly driven off the Korean peninsula, Americans mobilized and fought back with characteristic determination. After routing the North Korean Army, they ultimately drove Chinese armies out of South Korea, restored the original borders, and concluded an acceptable truce. The Korean War ended just as it began, along the 38th Parallel.

But the three-year conflict, which embroiled twenty-two belligerent nations and took the lives of over four million men, women, and children, left painful scars, both physical and emotional. For years it was a little considered footnote in history—the “forgotten war.” Today, however, fully six decades from its bloody beginning, the Korean War can be seen in a broader perspective: At a pivotal point in history, America and its free and like-minded allies stood firm and turned back totalitarian aggression. The contrasting circumstances of democratic South Korea and totalitarian North Korea speak volumes. Korea may well be the “forgotten win.”

While air power alone could not have won the Korean War, it nevertheless played a crucial role in shaping the final outcome. By the Chinese Army’s own admission, UN air power was the equalizer to its vast numerical superiority in ground forces.

To fight its part in the air war over Korea, the U.S. Navy had to move quickly to reactivate its mothballed fleets of World War II warships and aircraft. The Navy’s active fleet carrier force grew to nineteen; propeller-powered F4U Corsairs, which had once dueled Japanese Zeroes over the Pacific, again flew from Navy carriers. A total of twenty-one carriers of all types ultimately served in the conflict, and carrier-based aircraft flew more than 30 percent of all UN combat sorties.

The Korean War ultimately restored the preeminence of the aircraft carrier task group in the U.S. fleet. But this resurgence would not have been possible had the Navy been unable to adapt these ships to handle jet aircraft. When jet squadrons were first deployed aboard the fleet carriers after World War II, the results were discouraging and often costly in losses of planes and pilots. But Naval Aviation pursued these programs aggressively and determinedly, finally overcoming seemingly insurmountable technical and operational obstacles. (It was during  this time that, as a young naval aviator, I made my own professional transition from “props” to jets.) By the time Essex class carriers were deployed regularly to combat operations in Korea in the fall of 1950, all pilots and aircraft were mission-capable.

In 1953, during the closing days of the Korean conflict, Pulitzer Prize-winning author James Michener published The Bridges at Toko-Ri. Bridges is perhaps the best novelistic depiction of aerial combat and the skills, emotions, and personal trials of carrier-based combat pilots. During two Korean War deployments I personally experienced both the trepidation and exhilaration of twice-daily launches from carrier decks (often over tossing and frigid seas) and going “feet dry” to take out Communist targets ashore. Ironically, after the war, I was also privileged to fly as a stunt pilot in filming the movie version of  The Bridges at Toko-Ri.

In the pages that follow, David Sears has looked behind the scenes to tell, compellingly and convincingly, the true stories of the U.S. Navy carrier pilots who braved the deadly wartime skies over Korea.
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PROLOGUE: MARINERS




February 8, 1952, in the Sea of Japan East of North Korea


If a ship’s lineage best conveyed America’s dilemma in this war, this place, and this bitter season, it was USS Valley Forge (CV-45).a Named for the bivouac site of America’s Continental army during the bleak Pennsylvania winter of 1777-1778, the 33,000-ton aircraft carrier had been built in Philadelphia during the closing days of World War II, her construction financed in part by the state’s citizens through a special war bond drive.


Valley Forge was launched in November 1945 but not finally commissioned until the following year—a proud, if somewhat belated, symbol of U.S. sea power’s global supremacy. Soon, however, with the war over and the decade waning, Valley Forge, her dozens of Essex-class predecessors, and the handful of even larger Midway-class carriers that followed were widely criticized as huge, costly exemplars of the U.S. Navy’s obsolescence. The era of seagoing supremacy that large fleet carriers defined—when “flattops” projected global power and airplanes, not ships, won blue-water battles and controlled vital sea-lanes—seemed to be passing before it had much begun.

The atom bomb—the device that had simultaneously closed the war with Japan and threatened unprecedented global apocalypse—pointed to a new mind-set in military preparedness. If mastery of its secrets proliferated and deterrence failed, then war would be quick,   decisive—and nuclear. Nuclear war’s “delivery system” would not be flattop-based aircraft. Rather, it would be flights of land-based long-range, thermonuclear-armed strategic bombers, the specialty of the nation’s newest military branch, the United States Air Force (USAF).

Such thinking came close to dispensing with the U.S. carrier fleet’s future—and with it much of the Navy’s as well. In mid-1945 the Navy had nearly a hundred aircraft carriers (of all sizes) in commission; a year later there were just twenty-three and by 1950 just fifteen (including Valley Forge), with plans to reduce that number to five. It didn’t stop there; fewer flattops also meant 50 percent fewer aircraft and 80 percent fewer pilots.

And it wasn’t just the Navy. Wholesale cutbacks in manpower and equipment had left a standing army of just 591,000 men, most of them signing up (as one frustrated U.S. Army company commander put it) “for every reason known to man except to fight.”1 The bulk of U.S. Army troops—especially those stationed in the Far East—were trained for occupation, not combat. They were young, inexperienced, and equipped with obsolete weapons they scarcely knew how to use.

Clearly, the U.S. military was vulnerable when, on June 25, 1950, the North Korean People’s Army (NKPA or, in Korean, In Min Gun), seven divisions strong (one-third of its ranks battle-tested veterans of the Chinese Communist People’s Liberation Army) and equipped with 150 powerful Russian-made T-34 tanks, peremptorily invaded the Republic of Korea (ROK). The NKPA hordes quickly overwhelmed both the fledgling ROK army and the undermanned U.S. advisory force backing it. The invasion touched off a new breed of conflict, the first of a succession of localized, “limited” wars—“hot” conflicts in the framework of a global Cold War—that would come to define armed conflict for the rest of the century.

This limited war would be dubbed (for reasons of global policy, U.S. politics, and want of a better term) a “police action.” However, the conflict’s true nature eventually eclipsed most realistic notions of limits or policing: Its fighting would drag on for three full years, involve more than twenty nations, claim more than 1 million military casualties (including 170,000 U.S. servicemen killed, wounded, captured, or missing), and result in a staggering 3 million civilian deaths. Perhaps the conflict’s only limit was that actual combat was confined  to the Korean peninsula, a piece of geography shaped roughly like the state of Florida and only 25 percent larger.

During the abysmal opening weeks of the Korean conflict, Valley Forge was the only U.S. Navy fleet aircraft carrier in the western Pacific. Throughout that summer and fall, with U.S. airfields on the Korean peninsula overrun and the nearest U.S. Air Force resources in distant Japan, Valley Forge pilots and airplanes had played an outsized role in destroying the North Korean Air Force and preventing U.S. GIs from being tossed into the Sea of Japan. Now, just months shy of the conflict’s second anniversary, with the sides stalemated, Valley Forge and her crew and air squadrons were on their second wartime deployment, plying a frigid sea on the outskirts of a fierce but now largely forgotten war in the service of a nation that scarcely knew or appreciated the dangers and hardships they faced.

While it was midmorning in the Sea of Japan, it was midevening of the previous day in the States. Other international headlines often displaced Korea on the front pages of the nation’s newspapers. The headlines on Thursday, February 7, 1952, were dominated by the death of Britain’s King George VI and the planned coronation of his daughter as Queen Elizabeth II. In the next day’s edition of the New York Times, news from Korea would be sequestered on page 2. “Carrier-based aircraft launched strikes at Yangdok, Munchon, Wonsan, Hungnam and Songchon,” began one paragraph of the three-column digest of UN press releases, “cutting rail tracks and destroying a bridge.” Pilots, the article noted, “flew in the teeth of freezing weather and snow squalls” to reach their targets.
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Virtually every U.S. Navy ship, including Valley Forge, bore an informal name—a moniker devised through a sometimes transparent, sometimes mysterious collective thought process by her crew. The name, reinforced by constant usage on decks, docks, and liberty calls, defined the mood, the mind-set, and ultimately the reputation of the ship. On great ships the names were inspiring, on good ships affectionate, on bad ships disparaging, and on hard-luck ships ominous. The war in the Pacific had generated legendary carrier names: USS  Lexington (CV-16) was “Blue Ghost” (so-called because of a deep-blue  paint job that enabled her to “sink beneath the deep blue seas each evening, all hands aboard, only to re-appear each morning”); USS Enterprise  (CV-6), the most decorated carrier in the war, was “Big E”; and USS Bunker Hill (CV-17), famed for her devastating year-ending air strikes against Japan in 1944, became “Holiday Express.”


Valley Forge had been coined “Happy Valley” by her first executive officer (XO) Cdr. Frank G. Raysbrook, a leader whose passion for scheduling all-hands cleaning details earned him the crew-bestowed nickname “Field Day Frankie.” Happy Valley might have fit the postwar times (or Field Day Frankie’s assumptions about crew morale), but names devised by senior officers seldom stuck, and events could change names—as they eventually did for Valley Forge’s. By February 1952, six years and many prolonged and far-flung deployments later, Happy Valley had become “Rusty Bucket”—a term of endearment (at least to some of the thousands of ship’s company sailors who kept her afloat) but also recognition that the Valley’s upkeep and overhaul schedule had fallen victim to the postwar budget squeeze.

However, there was still another name circulating, one hinting at the curse on Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner who, at another time in a different cold sea where ice “cracked and growled, and roared and howled,” shot the albatross. To the squadron aviators and to the “airdales” working the flight deck (men whose powerful jet- and propeller-driven birds were being shot up or destroyed), Valley Forge was increasingly known as “Death Valley.”

Since Valley Forge’s arrival in the Sea of Japan to join Task Force (TF) 77 the first week in December 1951, Air Task Group (ATG) 1’s four squadrons and three specialized air detachments had lost five aviators to flight accidents and enemy gunfire—four of them in December alone. The total, including flyers missing in action, had actually swollen to eight, but this morning offered a wink of hope that the number might dip to seven. A pilot presumed lost in a night crash had reportedly been found alive but badly injured by Korean anti-Communist guerrillas and, after being smuggled to the North Korean coast near Wonsan, was awaiting rescue. At daybreak a rescue combat air patrol, or ResCAP, of  Valley Forge aircraft had taken off to rendezvous with the helicopter from cruiser Rochester (CA-124) and escort it to a remote pickup site.

Lt. Ray Edinger, the XO of fighter squadron VF-653, had been expecting the day off after flying strikes on two consecutive days. But at 10 A.M. he was alerted by the squadron duty officer (SDO) to get ready for a 10:30 briefing, an 11:00 “man planes,” and an 11:30 launch. When Edinger asked what was up, he was told only that the mission near Wonsan was in trouble. He was to pull together a division—four planes and four pilots, including himself.

Even as the second-most-senior squadron officer, Edinger was, at age thirty-four, comparatively speaking, an “old man” in a young man’s game. “Older” pilots, however, were not uncommon in VF-653; most were reservist “weekend warriors”: well into their twenties, World War II veterans, senior lieutenants with wives, families, and budding civilian careers left behind when they were called up.

Edinger was painfully aware that VF-653 had already lost four of its pilots. It was Edinger’s job to draft condolence letters to the dead pilots’ families for signing by squadron commanding officer (CO) Cook Cleland—himself under pressure about mounting casualties. Already down four pilots and even more airplanes, finding three more aviators and four airplanes ready for them to fly on such short notice was no simple matter.
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Valley Forge was the flagship of Task Force 77. By World War II standards—when task groups routinely numbered hundreds of warships—TF 77 was a relatively modest formation of a cruiser and a handful of screening destroyers centered on three of the four Essex  carriers normally deployed to the Far East for stretches of six months or more. However, TF 77’s scale did not diminish the pace of activity or sense of urgency in Valley Forge’s flag plot, the low-ceilinged, red-lit compartment used as command center for carrier division commander Rear Adm. John “Black Jack” Perry.

One flag plot observer was a civilian, sitting unobtrusively amid the noise and bustle, with little to do but plenty to see and record. James A. Michener was a writer of still modest (but fast-growing) acclaim on assignment for two of America’s most popular magazines: the Saturday Evening Post and Reader’s Digest.

Michener, forty-five, was of average height and weight, though narrow shouldered and a bit paunchy at the waist. He’d been a Navy officer in the South Pacific during World War II, even rising to the rank of lieutenant commander, but he lacked an officer’s bearing even then and displayed less of it now. His thinning hairline, blunt nose, receding chin, and wire-rimmed “porthole” glasses made him easily mistaken (in other settings at least) for the college teacher (at what was then Colorado’s Greeley Teachers College, fifty miles north of Denver) and textbook editor he had once been.

Michener’s first book, Tales of the South Pacific, an interconnected series of anecdotes, impressions, and profiles that chronicled wartime life in the South Pacific, had won him moderate success and then, somewhat unexpectedly, a Pulitzer Prize for fiction. It was a rare World War II novel, one that gave a perspective on life in the backwaters of the Pacific and focused on local island characters as much as it did on American servicemen. “I wish I could tell you about the South Pacific,”  Tales begins disarmingly. “But whenever I start to talk about the South Pacific, people intervene.”

The “intervention” of people made the book unique and charmed its audience—both men and women. Although it is about the war, it also resonates with the war’s larger substance: not just the brief intensity of combat but also the much longer stretches of separation, isolation, and “timeless, repetitive waiting.” It tells of ordinary people coping with suspended lives equidistant from the front lines and home. Uniquely and somewhat boldly for the time, Tales also dips into the precarious waters of race. Several of its white protagonists find themselves enveloped in a polymorphous world of races, languages, and cultures in which, for once, their own prejudices and senses of superiority are out of step. Two of its stories—“Our Heroine” and “Fo’ Dolla”—had by now been transformed into the hit Broadway musical South Pacific. “You Have to Be Carefully Taught,” one song from the show, even underscores the damage wrought by prejudice.

Michener had already parlayed Tales’s postprize sales into a thriving—and independent—writing career. He’d become, almost by default, an expert on Asian travel and culture, but he also felt committed to write about contemporary events. This combination of circumstances drew him to Korea, often to its front lines where he  interviewed hundreds of GIs and wrote passionately of their heroism, isolation, and deprivation. He made five separate Korean reporting trips and each time came away troubled that the fight generated little sympathy among the American public. “We forget,” he told an audience of Saturday Evening Post readers. “Even those of us who know better forget that today, in the barren wastes of Korea, American men are dying with a heroism never surpassed in our history. Because they are so few, we forget that they contribute so much.”

This time he’d come to learn about perhaps the least-known aspect of this forgotten war: its warships and sailors. The trip would last the better part of four months, much of that time aboard either Valley Forge or Essex (CV-9) with occasional side trips to other carriers and even surface escort ships. Before abruptly leaving the United States in September, Michener had written his lecture booking agent, instructing him to cancel speaking engagements set for October and November. “The bright spot in all this,” Michener wrote, apologizing for the late notice, “is that when I do return I shall carry with me fresh news, fresh incidents for discussion, and a generally better collection of information to share with your audiences.”2


The news, incidents, and information Michener was in the midst of gathering were both stirring and sobering. By his account he flew as observer on several combat missions. For a night mission launched from Essex, he had crawled out of bed at three o’clock for the ritual “ready room” briefing and review of reconnaissance photos and then climbed into the rear compartment of a Navy attack plane for takeoff.

Before launch the enlisted man responsible for the preparation—and cleanup—of his aircraft handed him a box of tissues: “Kleenex, Mr. Michener. Them as throws up, cleans up.” Michener put both the advice and the Kleenex to good use. “I never knew which was worse,” he later wrote, “the sudden leap forward to get us aloft, or the instantaneous stop when we came back down.”3 To his continued awe and amazement, after completing their hazardous combat missions, the naval aviators were routinely able to land their huge prop- or jet-powered planes on the “hellishly small” bobbing deck of an aircraft carrier at sea.

During the mission, in a series of “sickening dives, which left me hawking,” the pilot and his wingman attacked a long Communist  supply train trying to reach the safety of a tunnel before sunrise. Between them, they cut the tracks ahead of the train and derailed a few cars at its rear, effectively trapping the entire train. The two pilots then combed the full length of the stalled train, dropping bombs and strafing its cars, turning the rail line valley into a “ghostly inferno with four separate big fires.”4


The pilots’ ages—one was thirty-six, the other thirty-five—surprised, even unnerved, Michener. “I used to knock around carriers, a good deal,” he wrote later in one news service dispatch. “I was only 37 then, but I felt like a grandpappy. . . . That isn’t true now. I’m 45 and an alarming number of our major pilots are in their mid or late 30s. I took three flights over North Korea and each time my combat pilot was over 35. They weren’t squadron leaders, either. Nor were they professional Annapolis men making naval aviation their career. These were ordinary run-of-the-mine combat pilots. And I say they were too old.”5


Their skills made these Navy carrier pilots (young or “too old”) unique, but to Michener there was also something singular about their character. “I hold their heroism to be greater than what I witnessed in 1941-45,” he wrote. “The soldier on Guadalcanal could feel that his entire nation was behind him. . . . But today the fighter in Korea cannot feel this sense of identification with his own nation.” Instead, Michener believed, “we have told a few men, ‘You do it, bub. You be the hero.’” They went out on their missions (he was “ashamed to say”) alone.6
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On even the most routine days, the intense atmosphere of Valley Forge’s flag plot took its cues from the demeanor and reputation of Black Jack Perry. Michener would later describe Perry to his readers as the “epitome of the historic, crusty, taciturn Navy man. . . . He is lanky, dour and relentless—a holy terror to inefficiency, and one of our greatest living air admirals.”

Perry’s résumé, rank, and demeanor combined for singularly intimidating effect. A 1920 U.S. Naval Academy graduate, he’d served on destroyers, cruisers, and battleships before taking flight training during the 1920s. Stationed as a squadron XO at Pearl Harbor when  the Japanese attacked, he’d stepped in to reorganize its devastated remnants. Perry had advanced to skipper small jeep escort carriers early in the war and then a fleet carrier at Iwo Jima and Okinawa.

In person Perry was quiet to the point of surliness, and he rarely smiled or laughed. Clad in black shoes and khaki slacks and shirt, sometimes bareheaded but usually wearing a nondescript baseball cap (and usually drinking coffee), Perry, then in his fifties, paced the flag plot relentlessly. When he talked he leaned forward from the hips, often using the coffee cup and saucer to make a point. When Perry listened, he might sit and even lean back, but he always seemed to be critically surveying the speaker.

With good reason, staff officers and aviators often quaked in Perry’s stern presence. Despite this, most men also understood Perry possessed the qualities essential to running air operations in the unforgiving wintry expanse of the Sea of Japan. Stoked with caffeine, Perry had the stamina for eighteen-hour flag plot days and the brainpower to co - ordinate hundreds of operational details, dozens of ships, and the efforts of thousands of airmen and sailors. Perry also had an uncanny skill in judging water and weather: He had an expert sense of timing with sea swells that could cripple flight operations and the clairvoyance to sidestep snowstorms that otherwise shut operations down.b


Perry was as gruffly exacting as he was inspirational. Regardless of day-to-day outcomes, the admiral was determined that his ships, aircraft, and aviators would do their jobs relentlessly—as if the accumulation of risk, destruction, and loss might at long last tip the scales of the enemy’s own stubborn determination. It was not that specific results didn’t matter—in this Perry was also relentless: “No use claiming work that you haven’t done.” To be credited with destroying a Communist target, Perry’s pilots had to supply irrefutable proof—gun-camera footage or multiple confirmations. “When that old buzzard reports a locomotive destroyed, it’s destroyed,” Michener was assured by one pilot. “Because he makes us bring back a signed chit from the engineer: ‘My engine was knocked to hell. . . . Signed, Fung Il.’”7


Perry was also a fanatic in the smallest of details, demanding, for example, that radio circuits be kept free of trivial chatter. The lives of men and ships depended on immediate access to radio circuits. “If some damn fool pilot is gossiping about a ball game,” Michener had once heard Perry complain, “you could lose an entire squadron.”

Perry had reason to be upset about the volume of traffic this morning, even though none of it was gossip. Instead (despite being transmitted with the same spare, almost nonchalant, “business-as-usual” monotone), it was the chatter of things going wrong and of people fighting to master their distress, rein in their emotions, and somehow set things right.
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The enemy bridges to be hit by today’s late-morning mission carried rail lines and roads across a valley chasm fifty miles west of Kowon near a valley town called Samdong-ni. The Korean rail grid was shaped roughly like a capital letter H: One north-south leg followed the curves and typography of the east coast, another leg hugged the west coast; a connecting line (with its eastern terminus at Kowon and western terminus at Yangdok) stretched across the peninsula’s mountainous waist well north of the 38th Parallel—North Korean territory. Michener had seen the bridges from a distance during the morning bombing run on the freight train.

Today’s bridge-strike “package” consisted of six aircraft: four from squadron VF-194 joined by two more from VF-653, all led by VF- 194’s CO, Lt. Cdr. Robert Schreiber, a pilot with a reputation for hard living ashore and, aloft, for getting in close to enemy ground targets (in part to get the camera-footage evidence that Perry required) and getting riddled with flak. Schreiber’s flight was already on its way by the time Ray Edinger reached VF-653’s ready room.
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As expected, Ray Edinger had to scramble and improvise to pull together the four-plane division. Most of VF-653’s fourteen remaining Corsair fighter aircraft were already committed to missions—as combat air patrol (CAP) protecting task group ships, or the day’s strikes and reconnaissance missions—while nearly all the rest were down for  repair or scheduled maintenance. Edinger was finally able to track down three VF-653 planes and two other squadron pilots, Ens. Richard G. Jensen and Ens. Roland G. Busch, to fly them. But the fourth aircraft and its pilot, Ens. Joe Akagi, had to be borrowed from VF-194. Edinger knew little about Akagi—only that he was part Japanese, the first ever to fly for the U.S. Navy. But to World War II Navy veterans such as Edinger, Akagi’s last name had a certain ironic resonance: The Japanese aircraft carrier Akagi had played a prime role in the Japanese 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor and had later been sunk by U.S. Navy aircraft from the aircraft carriers “Big E” and Yorktown (CV-5) in the Battle of Midway. At least symbolically, the U.S. Navy seemed to have come a long way in seven years.

By the time the four pilots sat down for the 10:30 briefing, Edinger already knew the bare bones of the problem. The rescue whirlybird was down; its crew had apparently survived, but there was no information about their current status—or the status of the injured ATG-1 pilot they were supposed to extract. One of Valley Forge’s ResCAP aircraft had already gone missing, and others were low on fuel and ordnance. Edinger, Busch, Akagi, and Jensen were being sent as ResCAP replacements.
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The Korean climate is one of extremes as distinct as its topography, as brutal as its history, and as withering as its ground warfare was proving to be. Summer high temperatures are frequently 110 degrees with 90 percent humidity in the South, while winter temperatures are consistently subzero in the rugged North. In February the same winds that howled down from the Arctic to dump snow on Korea’s barren mountains swept unchecked across the Sea of Japan. The winds froze the salt spray that lashed Valley Forge’s towering prow. Sometimes, during heavy storms, the spray spilled over the carrier’s flight deck; even on the gentlest days it routinely iced over the weather decks, bulkheads, topside gear, and exposed watch standers of the smaller ships in her company.

To the sailors on Valley Forge and her escort ships, Korea was a place they’d likely never set foot on, much less see. Ships mostly stayed well outside the hundred-fathom curve, away from the dangers of coastal  mines and shoals. The carrier task force ships needed to be only as close to Korea as the operational range of their aircraft required. For flight operations their fictive home address was Point Oboe, a geographical reference point, about 125 miles east of the North Korean coastal town of Wonsan. From Point Oboe, Task Force 77 aircraft were within striking range of most Northeast Korean targets from Wonsan north to Chongjin. At the same time, Task Force 77 ships rode far enough out to sea not to be visible to enemy aircraft flying high above the Korean and Chinese landmass.

Even the pilots like Ray Edinger who saw Korea up close got little sense of it. They flew as high above its terrain as mission objectives allowed, and when they flew low it was never for sightseeing. Approaching the “coast-in point,” there was inevitably a buildup of tension and anxiety. Just as inevitably, these emotions colored the landscape—made North Korea’s cliffs more jagged and bleak, cast its valleys in deeper shadow.

In truth, Korea always looked better outbound. Only then did the mountains claim some majesty or did the drifting snow soften the escarpments’ edges and crevices. Once a pilot was “feet wet” over the Sea of Japan he was apt to feel home free. In some ways he really was—out of range of the antiaircraft (AA) guns trying to shoot him down, away from the risks of crash landing on rocky slopes, free especially from the reach of North Korean or Chinese soldiers anxious to capture or kill him.

Just as danger built on the way into Korea, so it seemed to ease on the way out. With a good reserve of fuel and with plane and self intact, a pilot had every reason to believe he had reached the fair circle of home. Somewhere in the vast sea there was the task force, a flight deck, and a landing signal officer (LSO) waiting to bring him home. But if fuel was low, the plane was crippled, or he was injured, the pilot still had to contend with the sea. In those circumstances, because of its vastness and sheer indifference, the sea was perhaps the most frightening and treacherous adversary of all.
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In February the Sea of Japan was an ice bath. A man immersed in its waters without protective gear could expect his face and hands to  freeze within five minutes. Seven more minutes would incapacitate his arms and legs. Eight minutes later he would most likely be dead. Wearing protective gear was essential if he hoped to survive the time it would take a rescue helicopter or ship to reach him.

While these were risks faced to one degree or another by everyone aboard these ships, they were especially real to the carrier pilots. When Edinger, Busch, Jensen, and Akagi rode the flight deck elevator to Death Valley’s flight deck, they were doubly protected—and doubly constrained—by garments designed to help them survive the frigid atmosphere aloft and the frigid sea below. They not so much strode as awkwardly waddled to their aircraft: Edinger, the tallest of them at six-foot-three, like a walrus; Akagi, at barely five-seven and 140 pounds, more like a penguin. Their visible gear—flight suit, C-1 land survival vest, a Mae West life jacket, knife, .38-caliber pistol, gloves, crash helmet, flight goggles, oxygen connection, harness strap, dye marker, shark repellent, flashlight, and whistle—was just the top shell of five or six garment layers weighing more than forty pounds in all.

For all jet pilots and many prop pilots (including Edinger), the base layer was a G-suit, an interconnected series of air bladders positioned at the pilot’s calves, thighs, and abdomen. The valve-controlled bladders were set to inflate, constrict blood flow, and thus increase blood pressure whenever flight acceleration impeded the heart’s pumping power. First issued to combat pilots in 1944, G-suits were initially shunned until wartime studies revealed that G-suit-wearing pilots were more successful in air-to-air combat. Atop the G-suit and skiv - vies, most pilots donned long woolen underwear followed by a wool shirt and flannel-lined trousers. Next came a quilted pajama-like blue coverall, the inner liner for a rubberized Mark III exposure suit—the “poopy suit.” The poopy suit was at once the pilots’ most vital and most loathed piece of gear. A neck-to-toe, one-size-fits-all galvanized-rubber affair, the suit—just as often called a poofy suit or poopy bag—had the smell, inflexibility, and texture of an inner tube or pair of galoshes. The poopy suit’s discomfort—a blend of sweat, odor, and claustrophobia—was only made worse by the reality that gave the suit its name. As Edinger ruefully recalled years later, “Either you couldn’t do anything that your body may want to do for four and a half hours—or you did it in the suit.”

Just climbing into the poopy suit (via a long slash running from the left shoulder of the suit across the chest and down to the right hip) was hell. After pushing his legs and feet into the suit’s extremities (leg tubes ending in boot galoshes) and his head and hands through cinch-tightened apertures, the pilot rolled the flaps that flared from either side of the slash into a bulky seal that resembled a huge diagonal scar. With the tightening of the neck aperture (early models used a choker belt whose brass buckle pressed annoyingly into neck and chin) and sleeves, the poopy suit was supposedly watertight. If the seals held, the poopy suit could be the salvation of a pilot ditched and adrift in the Sea of Japan; any leakage, however, could quickly make it a death trap.

[image: 011]

During flight operations Valley Forge’s nine hundred-foot-long timbered flight deck (because of its ability to withstand high loads, Douglas fir was the flooring of choice for aircraft carriers) was constantly in motion and, because it was both a parking lot and a one-way drag strip, constantly in the process of being reconfigured. One-way, it was also one-lane; the current crop of U.S. fleet carriers had yet to be built or reconfigured with a British innovation: a flared and angled appendage at middeck that provided extra space and allowed for simultaneous launches and landings. Although there was a massive hangar deck below for longer storage and for maintenance and repairs of ATG-1’s eighty or so aircraft (with three huge elevator platforms to lift and lower), there was inevitably the need to park a “stack” of aircraft topside. As airplanes joined or left the stack, the stack itself was in motion—shuttled aft during launches, forward during recoveries.

The agents of the flight deck’s activities—arming, fueling, moving (called “respotting,” as if it were chess instead of multiton moving and storage), launching, and recovering—were the flight deck crews. In locales and conditions much balmier than the Sea of Japan in February, the flight deck was a riot of bold colors: the red shirts of ordnance handlers, the purple of fuel handlers, the green of mechanics, the yellow of plane directors, the blue of “plane pushers,” the white of medical personnel, and the brown of mechanics and plane captains. Today, with these “blue-collar airdales” bundled against the winter sea’s extremes  (with skull caps or small swatches of colored cloth stitched to their cold-weather gear, denoting their functions), the less colorful work was inestimably harder because both deck and stacked airplanes accumulated sheens combined of ice, oil, hydraulic fluid, and gasoline that made footing treacherous and launches even more so. In fact, nothing on the deck—from big things like aircraft engines and catapults down to small gaskets and air valves—worked particularly well in cold weather.
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The four ResCAP airplanes were out of the stack and waiting at middeck—the three VF-653 Corsairs with their long nose cowlings, distinctive gull wings, and four-blade propellers and one huge straight-wing VF-194 Skyraider. The unpredictable placement of aircraft within the stack, and the fact that there were more squadron aviators than squadron aircraft, meant that no one pilot was normally assigned a particular aircraft. Each, as in a corral full of horses, might have its idiosyncrasies, but, for the most part, you got what you got.

Teardrop tanks—the reserve of fuel that would allow the propeller-driven airplanes to stay over target for extended periods—hung from fuselage bellies. Their wings were unfolded (the plane pushers’ job), each slung with four high-velocity aerial rockets (HVARs, pronounced “hi-vars”). The Skyraider’s distinctive heft made Joe Akagi look particularly small and high-perched as he settled into its cockpit.

Plane captains (mechanics, but also squires to unhorsed knights) helped the four pilots into their cockpits, handed them sheaves of maps, got them strapped into their parachute harnesses and seat shoulder straps, and helped plug in radio jacks and oxygen and G-suit hoses.

Military pilots now wore crash helmets made of hard plastic, remarkably similar to college and professional football helmets of the day. They were a relatively recent innovation: made necessary by the bubble canopies in most postwar aircraft—especially the jets—which could easily collapse and crush unprotected skulls. When VF-653 was activated, its pilots became part of “Cook Cleland’s Flying Circus,” and their new helmets had accordingly been tricked out in circus colors—white polka dots on a background of metallic red. A garish red-lipped clown’s smile was painted on the right, or inboard,  side of each squadron aviator’s helmet. Because Edinger, as XO, was VF-653’s “bad cop” when it came to disciplinary matters (allowing squadron CO Cleland to play benevolent “good cop”), the smile logo on his helmet was inverted—a clown’s frown instead of a clown’s smile. Although Edinger considered it a sort of badge of honor, it was also now a reminder of the squadron’s heartrending losses.

Although Valley Forge was equipped with two flush deck aircraft catapults—topside “shuttle” tracks linked to immense hydraulic pistons belowdecks—the “cats” were seldom used to launch the propeller-powered Corsairs and Skyraiders. (Their use was mostly confined to launching jets—the newest and hottest but also, relatively speaking, the heaviest and lowest endurance of ATG-1’s mixed aircraft inventory.) Instead, the Corsairs and Skyraiders usually took off from middeck, giving them roughly 450 feet to get airborne.

It was always crucial to have the right amount of relative wind (the offsetting combination of wind and ship’s speed) streaming over the flight deck during launches. Thirty-five knots (a little less than forty miles per hour) was the ideal combination, but with the wind conditions ever changing in the Sea of Japan, it was a judgment call. If there was insufficient relative wind, the consequences were immediate and could be disastrous—a plane heavily loaded with explosive ordnance and volatile fuel stalling at the absolute worst possible instant. It was something pilots couldn’t control and thus, at least at the moment of takeoff, tended not to worry about.

Engine ignition systems for the Skyraider and the newer Corsair production models flown by VF-653 used heavy-duty solenoids. During World War II, Navy aircraft including the Corsair used a cruder and simpler device: essentially a shotgun charge fired internally. In winter use the solenoid systems, although ultimately more reliable, occasionally displayed the same sluggishness as ignition systems in cars left out in subfreezing weather. At such times the pilots had to grind and grind them like any frustrated motorist before they engaged.

Another frightening moment for pilots making a deck run—and another that they couldn’t control—was when the carrier turned into the wind. If his airplane was spotted amidships as the ship’s prow lifted and the flight deck “banked,” a pilot often had the weird sensation that he was about to topple backward into the sea or skid into  the stack. On winter days like this, with the cockpit canopy open—a requisite for takeoffs and landings to enable visibility and easier escape from the cockpit in an emergency—the turn also brought the icy wind painfully across the pilot’s exposed cheek.8


Into a socket just outside the stern-facing, glass-fronted primary air-control station, sixty feet above the flight deck on the inboard side of the carrier’s superstructure “island,” the air boss had stuck a green flag. Simultaneously, a sailor perched high on Valley Forge’s signal bridge hoisted the “Fox” flag—a signal flag representing the letter F  and indicating to nearby ships that Valley Forge was beginning flight operations. A bullhorn then blared, “Clear deck. Commence launching aircraft.”

Once engine, prop, and pilot were set, a plane handler using hand signals guided each plane as it taxied to “fly one,” the actual takeoff point. As the aircraft moved, the plane captain walked alongside, keeping a watchful eye on the bird’s wheels and control surfaces, meanwhile listening intently (despite the vortex of wind and the proximate roar of other planes), like a doctor with a stethoscope, to the beat of the patient’s multipiston heart. Because of the Corsair’s particularly long nose cowling—one of its many nicknames was “Hose Nose”—its pilot had to crane his neck to see what was directly ahead of him. This was a small annoyance during takeoffs, but it could be treacherous when it came to carrier landings; it was like parking without being able to see the curb or the car in front of you, but vertically, headfirst, and at much higher speed.

When Ray Edinger’s Corsair was positioned for takeoff, control passed from the plane handler to the launch signal officer—usually a nonflying officer in the air group—responsible for controlling launch. With brakes engaged, Edinger watched the launch signal officer, whose arm pointed skyward, two fingers showing and spun in a tight, conical, and ever-accelerating circle. This was the signal to bring the plane’s engine to full throttle. The plane captain stared and listened more intently now. When the flight deck officer thought the aircraft was ready to go, he gave a final “now-or-never” glance toward the plane captain and then, catching the pilot’s eye and receiving his salute, deftly lunged like a duelist, his twirling arm locked and extended straight forward, his two fingers pointing at the bow like a foil  tip to an opponent’s heart. When Ray Edinger released his brakes, the Corsair not so much lunged as lurched forward, simultaneously yanking its pilot’s clown helmet head and walrus torso back as though he were nothing more than a string puppet.
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During flight ops (operations), the carrier deck’s well-organized takeoff routines (usually ninety-minute cycles alternating between prop and jet launches) always held the risk of suddenly turning into chaos. If an airplane, because of mechanical malfunction or poor wind, stalled and tumbled off the deck and into the water (perhaps squarely in the path of the onrushing 33,000-ton flattop), the race was on, especially in winter, for the ship’s helicopter—its “pinwheel”—or the “plane guard” destroyer to get to the scene. It was a game of chance whose odds and disastrous possibilities lured sardonic kibitzers (mostly off-duty pilots) to the rail of “Vulture’s Row,” a narrow observation porch just aft of primary air control.

Leaving flag plot to watch from Vulture’s Row as the ResCAP launched, James Michener had the perspective of his own backseat takeoffs in one of the lumbering Skyraider beasts: “the fantastic leap forward, up to ninety miles an hour within the short length of the carrier, the takeoff and the perilous drop, more terrifying to witness from the bridge than to experience in the plane itself, because as the heavy bomber leaves the end of the runway it automatically drops down, down, down toward the clutching waves until it seems to crash into them and sink, except that at the last minute the engines [sic] whine, the nose lifts up, and the plane miraculously gains altitude.”9


Michener had it right about the pilot’s perception of the “perilous drop.” Drop or dip, perilous or insignificant, Ray Edinger paid it scant attention as he “cleaned up” his plane: retracted his landing gear, slid his canopy closed, pulled back on the control stick, eased up slightly on the throttle, checked his gauges, and adjusted his wing flaps. With Edinger as division leader, the other three airplanes launching would be forming up on him. To accomplish this, Edinger continued climbing slowly with the carrier deck still astern. When he reached fifteen hundred feet he leveled off and banked left until his Corsair headed downwind parallel to Valley Forge’s flight deck. By the time he was  abreast of the ship’s stern each of the other planes—first Jensen’s (Edinger’s wingman), then Akagi’s (his Skyraider the outsized odd bird of Edinger’s flock), and finally Busch’s—would be coming into line at Edinger’s starboard wing.

With all four planes assembled, the division headed west. Soon the coastal mountains would come into view—not beckoning, instead (like big-shouldered sentries) warning. Edinger would check in with cruiser Rochester (code name “Above Board”), the ship coordinating the troubled rescue mission, before crossing the coast-in point and going “feet dry” over North Korea.






PART 1

WE INTERRUPT THIS COLD WAR





1

THE HOLLOWAY

AS A CHILD, Jesse LeRoy Brown’s dreams of flying seemed to hinge on speed and endurance—his ability to outrun and outdistance a tobacco-spitting redneck named Corley Yates. Yates was the mechanic and caretaker of an airfield—really little more than a five hundred- foot dirt runway and a corrugated tin hangar—on the outskirts of Palmer’s Crossing, a small town in northeastern Mississippi. For Brown, a black sharecropper’s son whose ancestry sprinkled Choctaw and Chickasaw blood, the spark had been his first glimpse of a red biplane operating from the field’s dusty strip. Brown was irresistibly drawn to the field where, sometimes hidden in the tall grass bordering the runway and other times behind the ramshackle hangar, he could watch the red plane or any other aircraft that chanced to pass through. All the while, though, Brown had to keep a watchful eye for Yates, who invariably chased after the wiry, barefoot ten year old whenever he spotted him. “I’ll get you someday, nigger!” Yates always screamed, but he never did—and never much deterred his prey from returning. Brown, who was born on October 13, 1926, had by then already experienced a full share of the curses, indignities, and exclusions that defined a black childhood in rural Mississippi. The names and murderous threats intended to keep Brown in his place could not kill his insatiable fascination with aviation and his dream—however objectively outlandish—of becoming a pilot.
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In what were then still the nascent days of aviation, Jesse Brown’s dream was shared by perhaps hundreds of thousands of American boys. (It doubtless figured in girls’ dreams as well, but those dreams, with a handful of exceptions, were about as far-fetched as Jesse Brown’s.) For some, the spark was a brief glimpse of an aircraft soaring overhead, still a rare phenomenon in the 1920s and 1930s. For others it was a barnstorming aircraft dropping in at a local field to offer demonstrations and rides.

For still others, it was aviation’s depiction in movies, magazines, and newspaper comics. In 1930, for example, a still young tycoon named Howard Hughes had produced and directed a thrilling aerial epic called Hell’s Angels. The movie filled the screen with graphic air combat scenes shot by daredevil cameramen strapped into (and sometimes onto) a fleet of resurrected World War I biplanes. Monthly magazines such as Model Airplane News, Flight, and Air Trails also fueled the fascination; in daily newspapers it was the likes of “Tailspin Tommy,” a strip whose characters were inspired by Charles Lindbergh’s solo crossing of the Atlantic.

For most, the aviation spark, though momentarily intense, was also fleeting. For a core, however, the dream came early and never faded. Royce Williams, for example, a Wilmot, South Dakota, grocer’s son born in 1925, felt the spark surge through him at age four when he, his brother Lynn (then six), and their grandmother went for a ride in a Ford Tri-Motor “Tin Goose” barnstorming out of a local piece of pastureland. Soon, the two brothers reached a pact—both would become aviators. Royce agreed to call his brother Lindy (after “Lucky Lindy” Charles Lindbergh) if Lynn in turn would call him Roscoe, a tribute to (Kentucky) Colonel Roscoe Turner, a barnstormer turned stunt pilot turned racing pilot.

In 1940 a fifty-cents-a-head hop in another (by then ancient) Tin Goose, a field trip arranged by a Texas educator, lit the spark for eleven-year-old Joe Akagi. Mr. Naill, Akagi’s grade school principal in Henderson, Texas (and himself an aviation enthusiast), encouraged Joe and Joe’s older brother Henry by getting them involved in model airplane construction. The flight—a field trip to Houston for the principal and the two boys—was an electrifying event.

Small, smart, and nimble, Akagi was the second oldest of five children raised on a truck farm in the small town of Sheldon, outside Houston. The Akagis worked year-round six-and-a-half-day weeks growing okra and watermelons during the hot, muggy coastal Texas summers and turnip and mustard greens in the fall and winter. His modest farming background seemed no deterrent to Akagi’s new unbounded dream. Neither did his ancestry, at least at the time. Akagi’s father, Torata, was second-generation Japanese; his mother, Beatrice, a Texan, traced her roots to Mexico.

Like Joe Akagi, Ohio-born Neil Armstrong also caught the spark in grade school—actually in a series of schools, as his parents moved through a string of Ohio towns: Warren, Jefferson, Moulton, St. Mary’s, and Upper Sandusky before finally landing in Wapakoneta. Armstrong, a serious and cerebral boy a year younger than Akagi, was inspired by the aviation magazines of the time and determined to be an aircraft designer. To Neil Armstrong, becoming a pilot was a logical and necessary first step. A good designer ought to know the operational aspects of an airplane.
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When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Royce Williams, then sixteen, and his brother Lynn, then just shy of eighteen, sat glued to the radio console at their home in Clinton, a western Minnesota town where their father had purchased a grocery store. Both were anxious to do something, anything, and right then to get involved in the war effort. The first step for both was to join the Minnesota Guard, the state militia that soon had to reconstitute itself with younger volunteers like Royce and Lynn once the prewar unit was mobilized, nationalized, and sent off to war.

After that the two boys’ paths diverged. Royce, still just a high school sophomore, would not be graduating until 1943. Lynn, meanwhile, was at the prime age, both for military service (just months later the draft age was reduced to eighteen) and for military aviation. He soon joined the V5 Navy College Training Program, one of an alphabet soup of “Victory” programs designed to meld education with military training, in this instance to prepare Navy and Marine officer aviators.

Well to the east, in Newport, Rhode Island, George Schnitzer and his older brother Robert also listened to the Sunday broadcast bulletins. George at age twelve was already into flying “in a big way.” He had first flown in an airplane at age four (the same age as Royce Williams but a few years later), sitting on his father’s lap in the open cockpit of his Uncle Charlie’s World War I-era Jenny. The flight made a big impression. For as long as he could remember he’d been building and flying balsa-framed model airplanes powered by rubber bands. In the months after Pearl Harbor he would redirect his hobby to the war effort, building solid-wood scale model aircraft used by the military for aircraft recognition purposes, and even standing civilian aircraft spotting watches in the tower on the Middletown, Rhode Island, campus of St. George’s Boys School. The Schnitzer brothers shared a bedroom, and its ceiling was strung with wires from which dangled a growing fleet of model aircraft. At night with the lights out, the boys used flashlights to practice spotting and identifying individual aircraft.

Some 1,200 miles due south of Clinton, Minnesota, and 1,800 miles southwest of Newport, Rhode Island, Joe Akagi’s family had spent the morning of that same fateful Sunday working their winter crops in Sheldon, Texas. The family had a small battery-operated radio (their home’s electricity was supplied by a gasoline-powered generator), and, when they returned from the fields for lunch, someone turned it on. The static-filled reception made listening difficult, but the news and its implications were clear enough. A pall of dread soon filled the house.

Joe Akagi’s father was not a first-generation Japanese immigrant, but his grandfather Fukutoro—who lived with his son’s family—was. Within days of the Pearl Harbor attack, FBI agents were at their door. After rummaging through the Akagi home, the agents confiscated several firearms used for hunting. Soon, the elderly Fukutoro Akagi was also involuntarily whisked away, bound for incarceration in a Houston detention center.
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It turned out that, in addition to motivation, aptitude, and even pedigree, realizing the dream of flying was also a matter of timing. In particular, it mattered when these boys came of age and how closely that  coming of age dovetailed with the manpower needs of a nation at war. Almost without exception, the path for the dream’s realization was military aviation. In a war whose first blow, at least in the Pacific, was struck from the air, there was a burning (though highly selective) need for a steady supply of flyers: young men with the education, acuity, and aptitude to pilot single-engine fighter and dive-bombing planes as well as multiengine “horizontal” bombers and cargo aircraft.

In the case of the Navy the need extended to the controlled recklessness it took to launch and land on short, heaving aircraft carrier flight decks in the middle of the ocean. For carrier pilots—more precisely naval aviators—these takeoffs and “recoveries” were just the stage entrances and curtain calls to every operational or combat mission. The carrier-borne aviators defied death even before they got to fire a shot, launch a torpedo, or drop a bomb.

Military flight training had to begin young, ideally while candidates were still in their teens. Combat pilots had to be put in action before the erosion of reflexes and the softening effects of maturity—and awareness of mortality—took hold. (A Royal Air Force study of the time concluded that the very best age for a combat pilot was sixteen.) Though often truncated in the war’s first years, thorough preparation took nearly two years, a long time in the pressing calendar of war and an eternity for young men trying to get past the hurdles.

Groundwork began as early as 1939, when thousands of college undergrads enrolled in the U.S. government-sponsored Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP), which financed ground schooling and rudimentary flight training at eleven colleges across the country. Eventually, even more structured and extensive programs like V5—two years of college, Officer Candidate School, and then flight training—were falling into place. For the U.S. Navy, the combination of recruiting, screening, education, and flight training would produce, by war’s end, a superb corps of Navy and Marine aviators numbering upward of 60,000.
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In the thick of the war, for adolescent pilot aspirants like Neil Armstrong, George Schnitzer, and Royce Williams, it was a matter of reaching graduation. Advancing through their high school years, they saw waves of graduating senior boys ahead of them go off to military  service, many of the most talented of them into the respective aviation branches.

Adolescent blacks, like Mississippi’s Jesse Brown, saw the same thing, but in a humbling and blatantly discriminatory form. During the war more than 125,000 black Americans served overseas in both the European and the Pacific theaters, but virtually all were in segregated units. A few served in illustrious units, including the 332nd Fighter Group (Tuskegee Airmen). Most, though, were assigned to auxiliary and noncombat organizations for backbreaking tasks such as construction, cargo handling, and transport.

Examples for boys such as Joe Akagi were even more limited. The Akagi family’s faith in country was somewhat buoyed when a petition campaign by their Texas neighbors spurred federal officials to release Joe’s grandfather from detention and allow him to return home. For his part, Joe Akagi moved on to high school in Houston, where he was well received, popular, and even took a leadership role in school Reserve Officers’ Training Corps activities. Despite this, for the balance of the war, his family’s travel was restricted to the confines of their county.

It was just as well that Joe Akagi, because of his youth, was not eligible for military service during the war—it would have almost surely squelched his aviation dreams. While the U.S. Navy enlisted blacks, Hispanics, and Asians, it used them mostly as cooks, cleaners, and food servers in Officers’ Clubs and ship wardrooms. Indeed, the only combat example was the Army’s 442d Regimental Combat Team, an Asian American infantry unit composed of mostly Japanese Americans (many of whose parents were subject to internment) that fought with distinction (and enough casualties to be nicknamed “the Purple Heart Battalion”) in Italy, southern France, and Germany. The 442d paid a particularly heavy price in proving their loyalty and worth to their distrusting country.
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When the war ended triumphantly in 1945, most U.S. veterans were as weary and exhausted as they were joyous. Few equated the triumph with glorious—or even fond—memories of their service during the war. Frontline combat was almost invariably a dirty, distasteful, and  humbling experience; rear-echelon duty, though immeasurably safer, was tedious, mind-numbing, isolating, and depressing. Though the harsh edges of their experience would often be softened and embellished by time, what most took away from the experience was the depth and quality of the relationships forged on ships, in squadrons, and in foxholes. They hated the war (and, for good measure, the military branch in which they toiled) but cherished the deep, often lifelong bonds with comrades in arms.

As it was in the trenches, so it was at home. Once the ticker tape was swept away, the end of the Second World War fed a nationwide fever for demobilization—“demobe,” as it was sometimes called. At war’s end, America had 12 million men and women in uniform, including 3.3 million in the U.S. Navy. Within two years, the overall number was down to 1.5 million, and what wasn’t discharged was mothballed. A military budget that had reached a wartime peak of $90.9 billion had dwindled to $10.3 billion in 1947.

The service ranks depleted as most war veterans—superbly trained and battle tested—stampeded for the exits. Replacing them (though by no means in the same numbers) was an influx of raw recruits. Though they may have been as eager and potentially capable as the departing veterans (many entered based on recruiters’ promises that they’d learn a trade), there were fewer old hands to train them and show them the ropes. The military professionals who remained found themselves saddled with deteriorating facilities and equipment, fewer choice billets, and slower promotions—as well as a citizenry that no longer participated in war bond drives, honored them in glowing newspapers accounts, or even bought them drinks.

For the U.S. Navy, the revolving door of manpower had an undeniably adverse impact on the teamwork, cohesion, and overall readiness of ships and air squadrons. Although still riding its global reputation, the Navy quickly began fraying at the edges: under-strength, poorly trained, and ill-equipped.

Meanwhile, although it couldn’t be said that victorious peace quashed or evaporated the flying aspirations of teenagers like Neil Armstrong, George Schnitzer, and Royce Williams, it certainly did change the mood, immediacy, and certainty of their plans. In the fall of 1945, for example, Schnitzer and Armstrong were both about to  enter their junior years in high school, Schnitzer in Newport, Rhode Island, Armstrong in Wapakoneta, Ohio. Armstrong had earned his pilot’s license at age sixteen, but gone now was the motivation to “get out and enlist” that had driven the lives of boys graduating during the war years.

Royce Williams, meanwhile, was well along in the U.S. Navy’s flight pipeline. During his high school summers in Clinton, Williams had fed his hunger for flying in the backseat of a Travel Air biplane owned by a local garage owner and “speed merchant.” In 1943, his graduation year, Williams was high school valedictorian and had even written his esoteric senior thesis on military aviation—specifically, the need for each service’s infantry branch (e.g., the U.S. Army and U.S. Marine Corps) to have its own integrated aviation corps to provide aerial ground-fighting support.

Following the March commencement ceremonies, Williams went immediately into the V5 program. His first stop was not college; instead, it was boot camp at the U.S. Navy’s aviation facilities in Corpus Christi, Texas. With war raging and the Allies’ ultimate victory, though perhaps no longer in dispute, still nowhere in sight, Williams seemed to be on the fast track. Then, inexplicably, things began to slow down. First it was the increased “washout” rates from boot camp: A beginning class of more than two hundred was whittled down to fewer than twenty. Exhaustive physical training was one tool to winnow the swollen herds.

The cadets it couldn’t wear out the Navy tried to wait out. Williams, an Eagle Scout in addition to being a Minnesota Guardsman, survived this grinder to be sent on to something called “Flight Prep” at Murray, Kentucky. This program lasted three to four months, only to be followed by another program called “War Training School” in Conway, Arkansas. At one point during his time assigned to Conway, Williams was even detached for a brief seagoing stint on a U.S. Navy destroyer.

Beyond Conway, Williams finally seemed to get back on track—first with Pre-Flight Training at the University of Georgia, Primary Flight Training in Memphis, and single-engine training in Pensacola. The war in Europe ended while he was in Memphis. There remained the expectation that the conquest of Japan would require a long haul. In August, however, the dropping of the atomic bombs—electrifying  news—was quickly followed by Japan’s capitulation. The war that had been the background benchmark of Royce Williams’s progress toward becoming a naval aviator was over. When he at last received his Wings of Gold, it was November 1945.
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Jesse Brown’s aspirations to become a pilot, though far-fetched because of race, didn’t lack for a foundation. Despite impoverished circumstances, Brown came from a tightly knit family and excelled in both academics and athletics (especially in track as a runner and long jumper). When he graduated second in the 1944 class at Eureka, Hattiesburg’s segregated high school, teachers, family, and friends fully anticipated Brown would go on to college. But they expected it would be a Negro college—a school such as Alcorn, Hampton, Howard, Wilberforce, or perhaps even Tuskegee, the wellspring for the already illustrious Tuskegee Airmen.

Instead, Brown applied to Ohio State University (OSU), the university that had produced Jesse Owens, the equally illustrious gold medal-winning track-and-field phenomenon of the 1936 Berlin Olympics. At the time, Ohio State’s black student population was well below 1 percent, but Brown was determined to test himself in the white world—both on the field and in the classroom. It was a momentous occasion, both for Brown and for Hattiesburg’s black community, when he learned OSU had accepted him and even offered a track scholarship.

Early that September, carrying the contents of two cardboard suitcases, Jesse Brown took the night train north from Hattiesburg to Columbus, Ohio. He brought with him a new copy of Popular Aviation, an issue devoted to carrier warfare. As the train clacked along, Brown read about the planes and pilots who flew them in air battles against the Japanese in the Pacific. By two o’clock, when he fell asleep, Brown had made up his mind about the particular pilot he planned to be: a Navy pilot flying from flattops.

In Columbus Brown took up off-campus residence in a boarding-house in the heart of “colored town.” In three of his four classes in OSU’s College of Engineering, there were no black students, but, aside from being ignored, Brown didn’t sense any particular animosity. In  downtown Columbus, however, things weren’t that much different from Hattiesburg. Blacks couldn’t eat at any of the city’s restaurants, and seating in its movie theaters was restricted to a few back rows in the balcony.

After a little more than a month of school, Brown realized he’d need more than athletic scholarship money to survive. So he dropped out of track and began working after class, eventually in a night-shift job unloading boxcars for the Pennsylvania Railroad. Brown also gave some thought that first year to joining OSU’s Naval Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (NROTC).

Gaining admission to the Navy’s college training program was no straightforward matter for a black man, even at OSU. Indeed—still three years ahead of Executive Order 9981 that would mandate (and eventually, although slowly, effect) integration of the military services—it was unprecedented. While wartime needs had chipped away at some of the most rigid racial restrictions, the U.S. Army and Navy remained essentially segregated institutions.

This was especially so for the Navy. At the outset of the Second World War, aside from its mess stewards, the U.S. Navy had only six black enlisted sailors. Two years later, while the ranks of black enlisted men had swollen to eighty-two thousand, there were still no black officers. It was only in 1944—the same year as Brown’s enrollment at OSU—that the Navy grudgingly began training its first black naval officer candidates: a small crop of seventeen men, thirteen of whom would eventually receive commissions. The future of such efforts, however, didn’t look bright. But then, in his sophomore year, Brown caught wind of a new program called the Holloway Plan.
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The Holloway Plan was named after Navy admiral James L. Holloway Jr., a “black-shoe” (nonaviator) sailor with (according to a Time cover story) “square, salt-cured features,” who, at war’s end, had commanded battleship Iowa (BB-61) under William “Bull” Halsey in the Pacific. Born the son of a Fort Smith, Arkansas, osteopath, Holloway grew up in Dallas with ambitions of attending West Point. Failing to win an appointment there, Holloway instead settled for the Naval Academy.

After graduating in 1918, just before the end of the Great War, Holloway reported to his first assignment, tiny destroyer Monaghan  (DD-32), operating out of Brest, France, with enough baggage to fill the wardroom. (“I was a very unpopular young officer for that,” he later admitted.) Following World War II, as a flag officer stationed in Washington and known for his taste in fine wines, his neo-British accent, and his penchant for writing erudite letters (one of his favorite words was vouchsafe), Holloway became “Lord Jim” to the D.C. press corps. “Lord Plushbottom” was his behind-the-back Navy nickname.

“If he will ever be known for any command,” said one former staff officer, “it will be for his command of the English language.” Still, Holloway made the most of his opportunities, especially ashore. Serving as assistant chief of naval personnel, it was his unenviable responsibility to quickly and evenhandedly demobilize much of the Navy’s manpower. Holloway did it (as described in the same cover story) with “chin-out style,” deflecting special pleadings from congressmen to get favored constituents home ahead of their time by intoning, in his best “Plushbottom” voice that congressmen came to understand and even admire, “I look to you, senator, to help me maintain my probity.”

Before leaving Washington to become Annapolis superintendent, Holloway laid the foundation for rebuilding the Navy he’d just downsized. At Navy secretary James Forrestal’s urging, Holloway empaneled a prestigious group of Navy officers and civilian educators to create a trailblazing plan using the nation’s colleges not only to produce NROTC reservists but also to train regular Navy and Marine Corps officers. The Holloway Plan, which was approved by Congress in August 1946, was initially criticized as a waste of taxpayers’ money—a path for young men to get a free college education only to quit the Navy after completing a three-year military service requirement. But, in the years to follow, the plan revolutionized both the makeup and the operational flexibility of the U.S. Navy’s officer corps.

The actual terms of the Holloway Plan varied depending on the type of service. It was structured over a seven-year period: two years of university study, three years of commissioned active duty, and, finally, completion of the last two years of college. For pilot candidates, under  a variant called the “Flying Midshipman” or “Aviation Midshipman” Program, the structure was somewhat different: two years of college as a seaman recruit, two years of active duty as a midshipman (first as a flight midshipman in training and then, after earning wings, the balance of the time in a fleet squadron), then two more years as either a full-time naval aviator or an active naval reservist completing college.

Despite the criticism, the Holloway Plan took shape at fifty colleges nationwide, including Ohio State. The plan’s ubiquity, in fact, spurred a new quip in Navy commissioned-officer circles: “Did you get your commission the hard way [meaning Annapolis] or the Holloway?”
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One young man who took the “hard way” (albeit before there was a “Holloway”) was the admiral’s own son James. James Holloway III had entered the U.S. Naval Academy in 1939, as part of the class of ’43. With “salt water in his veins,” the younger Holloway was certain he’d make the U.S. Navy a career and equally certain that he would eventually become a carrier pilot. The war, it turned out, both accelerated and delayed these plans.

First, the class of ’43’s graduation date was advanced to 1942. Next, Holloway was assigned to the “Tin-Can Navy” aboard USS Bennion  (DD-662), a swift and lethal destroyer, one of the acknowledged “greyhounds” of the fleet. Advancing to become Bennion’s gunnery officer, Holloway eventually saw action in the October 1944 Battle of Surigao Strait in the Philippines, in retrospect the last major engagement of U.S. Navy surface ships unaided by supporting aircraft.

Surigao Strait was a heady victory and pulse-throbbing experience. During a two-day period, Holloway later reflected, Bennion and her crew had “silenced two shore batteries, shot down three Zeros, battled a Japanese cruiser, sunk a destroyer by gunfire and torpedoed a Japanese battleship.” It was enough to tempt Holloway to continue his career in destroyers had it not been for a letter he’d received from his father earlier that summer.

As Iowa CO, then as captain, James Holloway Jr. had just participated in the Battle of the Philippine Sea during which it was clear (as it had been since nearly the beginning of the war) that the carriers and their aircraft were the principal actors in modern sea warfare. While Iowa  and her consorts shielded fleet flattops, naval aviators, during what would be termed the “Marianas Turkey Shoot,” shot down nearly 350 Japanese aircraft, dealing a fatal blow to the Imperial Navy. Writing later from his stateroom, the elder Holloway counseled his son: “The future of the U.S. Navy lies in naval aviation.” James Holloway III’s application to naval flight school “went off in the next mail bag headed east.”1
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When Jesse Brown talked to the OSU Holloway Plan coordinator, a burly Navy lieutenant (and naval aviator) named Earl Dawkins, he got only discouragement. Dawkins pulled no punches about Jesse Brown’s biggest obstacle. The Navy now had fifty years of carrier-based aviation tradition—a tradition that separated being “just a pilot” from becoming a naval aviator. It was a proud tradition, Dawkins told Brown, “a lot of white tradition.” No black man had ever been admitted to a Navy flight program.

Earl Dawkins was the cleaned-up, dressed-up embodiment of Palmer’s Crossing’s Corley Yates. But, in the way that he had shrugged off Yates’s rants, Brown now shrugged off Dawkins’s warnings of insurmountable odds. Determined as ever to fly, he completed the Holloway Plan application paperwork and pressed on, traveling next to Cincinnati for a daylong series of tests and screening interviews followed by a second day of physical tests. Brown qualified for the program—although his overall rating was a cautionary “desirable” instead of “outstanding” or “superior”—and enlisted as an apprentice seaman, United States Naval Reserve (USNR), on inactive duty. With the enlistment came tuition plus a $50 monthly stipend, the end for now to Brown’s financial problems.
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As expected, Brown became the first and only black cadet among the six hundred in his Selective Flight Training class at the Naval Air Training School at Glenview, Illinois—the first hurdle in the long process of qualifying as a naval aviator. At Selective, each candidate was watched from the moment he climbed into a cockpit until he left his instructor at the end of the day. Any hint of fear or lack of flight aptitude, and the cadet was gone.

Hands-on flight training started right away, and right away Brown caught a break in the form of his flight instructor, Lieutenant Junior Grade (LTJG) Roland Christensen, USNR. Chris, as he was known to other Glenview instructors, was a Nebraska native of Danish descent and had his own farming roots. A six-year Navy veteran who had hoped to be a combat pilot, Christensen nursed the bittersweet feeling of “having missed the war” and saw the assignment to cadet training as a letdown.

Christensen was strict on flight procedures but otherwise easygoing. Best of all, Christensen came across as indifferent to Brown’s race. Growing up in Nebraska, he’d not encountered many blacks; he was even naively surprised at not having seen a black flight cadet before now.

It was sitting behind Roland Christensen in the backseat of a bright-yellow Stearman N2S-5 biplane that Jesse Leroy Brown finally got a chance to fly. The Stearman N2S-5 (or another of its many variations) had been the primary flight trainer for virtually every Army pilot and Navy aviator during World War II. Its color and its function explained its nickname: the Yellow Peril.

The Yellow Peril was rugged, highly maneuverable, and, except in crosswinds, easy to control, even for beginners. It was on that first day of Selective Flight Training, March 18, 1947, and within minutes of first meeting Roland Christensen that Jesse Brown took his first flight. He would always remember the experience: It was late morning, the sun strong and the sky deep blue, with all of Glenview and its surrounding farmland and the distant shore of Lake Michigan spread below him. It was a new world, almost a private one, far from the complications of earth. Jesse Brown felt like a bird, like a kite, like he was living an impossible dream.

[image: 024]

His first taste of flying helped steel Brown for the earthbound racial indignities that, though usually not as flagrant as they’d been in Mississippi, continued. On at least one occasion, Brown overheard Chris’s fellow instructors tease him about having developed an “oil leak.” Slights even came at the hands of the black stewards who served student pilots. They seemed to take immediate offense at Brown (as if his presence were somehow intended to humiliate them), treating him  rudely, giving him only half portions at meals, and almost conspicuously ignoring his requests for service.

But perhaps the worst indignity was the military’s inability to curb its own segregationist culture. After playing in a pickup game in Glenview’s base gym, Brown was recruited to play for the base basketball team. Five days after his heady first flying experience in the Stearman, Brown traveled with the Glenview team by air for a “road game” against the Pensacola Naval Air Station (NAS) team. There, once again, presumption caught up with Jesse Brown. Already dressed and ready for the game, Brown suddenly learned he couldn’t play. Florida was segregated, a norm carried to events on the base; Brown had already violated the rules by stepping into Pensacola NAS’s all-white locker room.

Still, Brown forged ahead, almost as if the aspects of Selective Flight Training best calibrated to wash him out were actually the least challenging of the hurdles he faced because of race. After surviving eight weeks at Glenview and soloing in the Yellow Peril, Brown went next to Pre-Flight Training at Ottumwa, Iowa.

At Ottumwa, Jesse Brown was sworn in as an aviation midshipman (although only after the base commander stepped aside and left his executive officer to administer the oath). Aviation midshipman was the new rank created for the Holloway Plan that required two years of service before commissioning. The status was a blow to pay, prestige, and even family life: A midshipman could not marry until he was commissioned.

After the war, Ottumwa Naval Air Station’s fleet of Stearmans and support aircraft had, like so many migratory birds, flown south to Corpus Christi, emptying the sky over the base’s drab sprawl of sixty-four buildings near the muddy banks of the Des Moines River. To aviation midshipmen, Ottumwa was little more than books, lectures, marching, regulations, discipline, and inspections. Brown was usually up well before reveille—a sharecropper’s habit—and, as at Glenview, had little trouble with either the classes or the military regimen. His only real obstacle at Ottumwa was swimming—passing an increasingly difficult series of qualifying tests capped by a mile-long swim and escape from the “Dilbert Dunker,” a cockpitlike device inverted and submerged in the pool to simulate escape from an aircraft forced down over water.

For a time, it looked to be Brown’s undoing: Though an athlete, he was barely able to swim a stroke. Still, it was a hurdle he never questioned. As a naval aviator he had to be able to survive a water landing; if he was unable to overcome this obstacle, the failure would be his alone. It took him long days of remedial swimming lessons—followed by nights when he crawled into bed shivering and aching all over—before Brown was able to complete all the water tests. When he surfaced after escaping the Dilbert Dunker (the final test), Brown, who all along had likened his aviation goal to climbing Mount Everest, felt as though he had put another ten feet of sheer cliff below him.
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Jesse Brown returned to Pensacola Naval Air Station in August 1947, just five months after the humiliating basketball debacle. Pensacola’s graduates, including illustrious carrier admirals like Bull Halsey, Mark “Pete” Mitscher, and John “Slew” McCain (though each had earned his wings at midcareer), and its ambiance—the sandy beaches of Pensacola Bay, its buildings’ moss-stained walls, its rustling palm trees, and its ancient oaks dripping Spanish moss—bespoke history and proud tradition. But for Jesse Brown it also bespoke his return to the Deep South: still a dangerous place for a black man trespassing on white men’s dreams.

As it was, Brown’s entire Pre-Flight contingent arrived at Pensacola through an administrative back door. Ottumwa NAS had been closed, the victim of continuing cuts in military spending. With eight weeks of Pre-Flight still to go, both the class and a contingent of ground-school instructors were transported by air to Pensacola.

Other than the searing heat and exhausting humidity, not much seemed to change in the outward routine of Pre-Flight in Pensacola. Brown, though, found himself deeper in an even whiter world, fully anticipating that Old Dixie sooner or later would step forward to speak its venomous mind. It happened within a matter of weeks when an instructor overtook him in a classroom building corridor and, as he passed and walked on, said directly and clearly: “Go home, nigger boy.” Stunned, Brown froze in his tracks, losing the opportunity to identify the culprit.

Another threat came three days later, this time scrawled in red letters on a white card placed on Brown’s barracks bunk pillow: NIGGER GO HOME. He was both enraged and conflicted about what to do. He had been called nigger more times than he could count, but this was different. It came at a time, place, and circumstance where he’d come to believe he had achieved a new stature that would shield him. Still, he risked fingering the wrong man. And who would he be taking his case to? The same base command that just months before had banned him from a basketball game?

Brown also realized he had a long way to go before qualifying as an aviator. Becoming one depended on the goodwill of the instructor staff, a group that as likely as not would line up against him if he challenged one of their own. It was best, at least at this stage, to shut up and move on while being more on guard than ever.
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In August 1947, after completing Pre-Flight—one of thirty-six graduates from a class that started with sixty-six trainees—Aviation Midshipman Jesse Brown advanced to Basic Flight Training. Basic would prove to be more grueling than Pre-Flight in ways that surprised and frustrated Jesse Brown, because it challenged (almost for the first time) qualities in him that had little to do with race.

At the same time, Basic’s burdens would be both eased and intensified by a decision Jesse Brown made during its first weeks. He had learned that Jack Keefer, another aviation midshipmen and his barracks roommate, had, despite the prohibition and the possible consequences, gotten married and even secretly arranged for his wife to join him in Pensacola. By now nearly swamped by his sense of isolation, Brown made up his mind. On a weekend pass, Brown made a quick visit to Hattiesburg, arranged for a marriage license and church ceremony, and married his fiancée, Daisy Pearl Nix. He returned to Pensacola that Sunday and began making secret arrangements for Daisy to join him there.
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