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PROLOGUE



Midway Island


June 4, 1942


THE SQUADRON’S DESTRUCTION WAS SWIFT AND BRUTAL. TWENTY-FIVE fighters rose to Midway’s defense. They faced 108 Japanese aircraft, which were crewed by some of the most experienced and best-trained aviators in the world.


The Marines piloted inferior fighters—a mix of Brewster F2A Buffalos and an early-production version of the F4F Wildcat, a variant that carried only four guns. These young Americans, most of them fresh from stateside training units, had exactly one experience with aerial combat. A few months before this historic day, a lumbering, obsolete Japanese flying boat had blundered into fighter range off Midway. Four pilots from the squadron intercepted and shot it down.


In six months of duty on the most remote American outpost remaining in the Central Pacific, the incident was the sum total of combat that the men of VMF-221 had seen.i Now, they faced the might of the Japanese Kidō Butai—the aircraft-carrier force that had devastated Pearl Harbor and had run rampant across the Pacific and Indian Oceans ever since.


The Americans received advance notice of the incoming Japanese raid, thanks to the radar system recently installed on Midway. The squadron scrambled, using converging runways. In the mad dash to get aloft, the men nearly collided with one another at the point of convergence. It was every man for himself, and VMF-221 climbed furiously into the fresh morning and its clear skies.


If the Marines were straggled and spread out, the Japanese presented a disciplined, parade-like foe when the Americans spotted them two thousand feet below their stubby fighters. The bombers flew in tight vee formations, their Mitsubishi A6M2 “Zero” fighter escort herding them protectively along from above and behind.


The Marines dove in a gaggle to the attack. Their initial altitude advantage allowed a single pass at the bombers—but then the Zeroes set upon them. The Marines in their barrel-shaped Brewster Buffalos dodged and twisted and tried to dive away from the deadly attacks. The Zeroes easily stayed with the US fighters through every maneuver, their pilots snapping out short bursts with their cannon and machine guns.


The Brewsters exploded and fell into the ocean, trailing long streamers of flame. Here and there, a parachute blossomed, but most of the Marines rode their planes into the sea, wounded or dead at the controls.


Capt. Marion Carl, piloting one of the handful of F4F Wildcats the squadron possessed, made one diving pass through the bombers. The other two pilots in his division were set upon and crippled by Zeroes even as Marion opened fire on a Nakajima B5N “Kate” bomber.


Seeing the enemy fighters above and behind him, Marion maintained his steep dive, pulling away and out of the fight. He stayed low and fast until he was absolutely certain the fight was far above and behind him. Then he started a long climb up to twenty thousand feet. He was no coward, no shirker. Even alone, he knew his duty: defend Midway. But he wasn’t going to be stupid about it either. Altitude, he knew, was king in air combat. He’d get above the enemy again and try to make a surprise attack.


Meanwhile, of the first twelve Marines who attacked the Japanese, only three survived their first moments of air combat. The squadron commander, Maj. Floyd Parks, was among those to die. A few minutes later, Capt. Kirk Armistead led the remainder of the squadron down into the fight. Five of the seven men with him died at the hands of the veteran Zero pilots. The survivors limped home for Midway, their Buffalos shot full of holes, trailing smoke, and leaking oil or hydraulic fluid. Flying wrecks. If they could have landed anywhere else, they would have, but Midway offered the only friendly runway for thousands of miles.


By then, Carl returned to the battle area, still alone. Looking down on it, he could see that the fight had strung both sides out for miles. The stately bomber formations were nowhere in sight, but he could see a few straggling aircraft—Zeroes perhaps—below him. As he considered how to attack, a sudden rush of sound filled his ears: metallic thuds—like rocks thrown on an aluminum roof. It took a second for him to process the noise. I’m under attack.


A glance over his shoulder confirmed it. He’d failed to keep his head on a swivel and check his tail. Now a Zero sat tacked onto his tail, muzzle flashes flaring on its wings and upper cowling.


He broke hard into the tightest turn the Wildcat could perform. The Zero pilot, surprised by the maneuver, lost his chance, and what would have been a fatal burst of fire went wild.


The move saved Carl for only a moment. As he looked back, he saw the Zero easily turn inside him. The aircraft was stunningly maneuverable. He knew it would be only a matter of seconds before the Japanese pilot clawed back into firing position. The Marine played his final card: he rolled out of his turn and dove vertically away from his pursuer. As he did, he spotted a small cloud below him and raced for it. The Japanese pilot gave chase, hard on his heels and closing in for the killing shot.


Carl plunged into the cloud and pulled the Hollywood of Hollywood maneuvers. He cut his throttle and crossed his controls—stick full left, rudder full right. The Wildcat staggered and skidded. The Zero burst into the cloud and whipped past the F4F.


Now the hunter was in the crosshairs. Marion firewalled the throttle and gave chase. Both planes hurtled out of the bottom of the cloud, his Wildcat dead astern of the Zero. He triggered his four .50-caliber machine guns—and nothing happened. All four guns were jammed. His wild maneuvers had unseated his ammunition belts in their bays, and no amount of charging and recharging could get them functional.


The Zero escaped.


Marion kept working to clear his jammed guns, charging them in an attempt to pop the snagged rounds out of the chambers and get the weapons to feed properly again. Eventually, he got three working. He was back in the fight.


Nearly over Midway now, Carl could see smoke rising from multiple fires around the atoll. The Japanese bombers had done their work. The squadron had failed to protect their ground-bound brethren.


He sighted three Zeroes below him, all spread out and operating alone. He watched for a few minutes, calculating the odds. Then he picked out one and dropped down behind it.


The Japanese pilot made the same mistake Marion had earlier in the fight: he forgot to keep clearing his tail. He never saw Marion’s Wildcat come swooping in behind him to nearly point-blank range. The American opened fire with his three guns. Their bullets converged on the Japanese fighter, shredding its aluminum skin. The Zero spun violently and rolled straight into the sea below.


Marion Carl returned to Midway with eight bullet holes in his F4F Wildcat. He found that only ten planes were left in VMF-221. More than half the squadron failed to return, but on closer inspection, it was actually worse than that. Besides Carl’s F4F, there was only one other plane still operational. The others were shot to pieces.


They had gone out twenty-five strong. Fourteen pilots were missing. The squadron’s leadership was largely dead or wounded.


All the Midway-based squadrons suffered catastrophic losses that day. The full scope of the disaster came into focus later in the morning, when the Marines’ dive-bomber squadron returned from attacking the Japanese carriers. The counterpunch had been supported by a flight of Navy TBF Avenger torpedo bombers and four Army B-26 Marauders. One bullet-riddled Avenger—its pilot wounded in the neck, the radioman hit in the head, and the gunner dead in the rear turret—managed to crash-land back at Midway with sixty-nine cannon and machine gun holes in it. One other B-26, in similar condition, made it home. And the Marine dive-bombers? Their squadron lost ten of twenty-seven planes in that first attack, including their commanding officer, Lofton R. “Joe” Henderson. Two more missions cost the squadron successive new commanders and most of their remaining aircraft.


Midway was a shambles. It was the third time in six months that Marine Corps Aviation had faced the imperial Japanese, and each time, the units involved were almost totally destroyed.


Sumner Whitten, one of the Marine dive-bomber pilots lucky enough to get home that morning, was tasked with boxing up the personal effects of the men the squadron had lost. As he went about the grim work, he realized this episode was just the beginning of their war. Looking into the future, he could not even conceive how any of them would survive in the days and weeks ahead. The Japanese were simply that good.


At VMF-221’s operations shack, the bewildered, broken survivors of the squadron congregated to figure out what had happened. Of the fourteen men missing, only one would show up alive after bailing out offshore and swimming back to the island. The rest died in that short and horrific inauguration into combat.


Captain Armistead was the senior surviving officer still on his feet. Eyes wide from shock and trauma, his closest friends dead, he knew the mantle of leadership fell to him. He was not up to the task. He turned command over to the squadron’s senior sergeant, telling him he was in charge. Then he went into a bomb shelter and got drunk.


Marion Carl was disgusted by Armistead’s behavior.


The war didn’t stop for people’s feelings. Half the squadron remained alive, and the men needed somebody to step up and take command in the crisis. He gave a thought to the great leaders he’d met in the three years since he joined the Corps. Robert “Bob” Galer, Joe Bauer—both great fighter pilots from whom he’d learned a great deal about the profession. They always led by example. But one man was sorely missed in the moment. Oklahoma-born Capt. John Lucian “John L.” Smith had come to Midway with the squadron aboard the carrier Saratoga at the start of the war. He’d been with the VMF-221 until February, when the Corps ordered him back to Pearl Harbor to command a brand-new fighter squadron.


John L. was a man who led effortlessly. He could have picked up the men and gotten them mentally back in the fight. Smith led from the front and was almost unbeatable in the countless simulated dogfights he’d fought with other men in the squadron. Quick-tempered but quick with praise as well, he possessed that rare blend of charisma, skill, and fearlessness that other men naturally followed.


John L. Smith missed the fight and never returned to Midway after his February recall to Pearl Harbor. So on that terrible June day, there was nobody else who could step up and save 221 from its post-battle collapse in morale.


That evening near sunset, a scramble order reached the shattered survivors of 221. A second raid had been detected. Midway needed its aerial defenders.


The squadron now had only two planes that could still fight: Marion’s Wildcat and the Brewster Buffalo whose pilot had returned unscathed.


Marion grabbed his parachute and ran to his waiting Wildcat, the fresh bullet holes in the fuselage unpatched. Capt. William C. “Bill” Humberd, who had joined the Corps about the same time Marion had in 1938, took the untouched F2A Buffalo. It would be the two junior captains against the Kidō Butai.


They strapped into their seats with their plane captain’s help, flashed each other a thumbs-up, and then taxied for the runway. Marion gave no thought to the odds. No thoughts to survival. Only of duty. This was his job, and he would do it or die fighting.


Footnote




i In US Navy parlance, VMF stood for Heavier than Air Marine Fighter Squadron.


















PART ONE


THE FIRST HEROES HOME













ONE



JOHN LUCIAN


Washington, D.C.


November 9, 1942


LUNCHTIME IN WASHINGTON, D.C.: AN ELEGANT RESTAURANT filled with handcrafted wood features and murals that captured snapshots of American history. Thick, formal tablecloths. Heavy silverware so shiny it flared like muzzle flashes in the overhead lighting. Crystal glasses tinked as busboys refilled them with ice water. Dishes clattered. Tables were cleared. The restaurant hummed with impressive efficiency.


The place was packed with the upscale D.C. set. The women looked immaculate—tilt hats, pumps, batwing dresses, and nylon stockings. They sipped coffee and ordered $1.90 filet mignon.


Maj. John Lucian Smith stared at his menu. A month ago, he was starving on captured Japanese rice on a remote Pacific island nobody in the restaurant had ever heard of until August. The National Geographic map—all the aircrew had before landing on it—called it Guadalcanal. The Japanese came to call it “Starvation Island.”


He glanced up and his hazel eyes wandered the room, missing nothing. He was a meticulous man with hyperaware senses that had kept him alive in the South Pacific. Now he couldn’t shut them off.


Officers in freshly pressed uniforms chatted with their companions, eating artfully plated food without giving it a second thought. Those men had no concept of what they would face when they went overseas.


If they went overseas. One look was enough to convince John L. that some of these headquarters types would be content to the fight the war from the banks of the Potomac.


Starving in the jungle, racked by dysentery, malaria, and dengue fever. Men huddled in muddy foxholes, craving only a bit of normalcy. A cup of coffee. A bar of chocolate. Instead, dried fish and maggot-filled rice kept them alive. But being alive on that island wasn’t really living. It was a test of survival instincts.


“I’ll have the coq au vin Fontainebleau” came a man’s voice from a nearby booth.


Yeah. These officers had no idea what they would face. The prewar military had been almost a sort of country club for the commissioned class. Polo matches, lunchtime cocktails, and colonial largess at postings in places like the Philippines. The Japanese demolished that mindset and killed anyone who clung to it in the first months of the Pacific War. John L. and the others had seen those types of officers fail in the clutch. More than one was shipped off the island, broken physically or psychologically, useless to their units. The others stood their ground, adapted, and rose to the challenge. War evolves men quickly to its realities.


But Washington was clearly beyond the war’s reach.


John L. looked across his own table at the two men who had shared his summer ordeal. Marion Carl, a tall and lanky Oregon farm boy, sat beside Richard “Dick” Mangrum, whose red mustache was now tamed and trimmed. It had been a bushy caterpillar of a thing in the jungle, remarked on by all who wrote about him there. Dick sat rigidly, his spine straight, shoulders squared. Marion was, as usual, a bit more relaxed. Both were people watching from behind cups of coffee.


John L. hadn’t seen either man since they arrived in San Francisco to flashing cameras and staccato questions from reporters. After that circus, Dick had gone home to his wife and kids in Seattle. Marion had stayed in California to visit family and old friends. He had also paid his respects to some of the families of the men they had lost. That took guts, and John L. appreciated it. Courage in combat was one thing; courage to meet the family of a man you watched die required something quite different. Long ago, John L. had learned that Marion Carl was hard and that he always did the right thing.


John L. had made some of those calls, too, since he had gotten home. For Marion, it was a personal obligation to lost friends and brother aviators. For John L., it was his duty as their skipper to give what closure he could to the loved ones of the men he had lost.


John L. spared the families the details of what happened to their fallen Marine. The country wasn’t ready for the details. Their boy went quick. Didn’t suffer. There was no talk of bombardment madness, no moments in muddy dugouts as broken men bled out while overworked surgeons struggled to save a lucky few.


He hadn’t seen every family yet. His squadron, VMF-223, had lost almost two-thirds of its pilots in fifty-three days of combat. The ground echelon suffered terribly, too.


Yet 223 had it easy compared with Dick Mangrum’s VMSB-232, a dive-bomber squadron known as the Red Devils. When he left Guadalcanal on October 12, Dick was the last Red Devil standing. The others were dead or missing or, like Henry Hise, in stateside hospitals. The last that Dick had seen of the young hard charger, Henry was partially paralyzed, his pelvis and back broken during a Japanese bombing raid.


Now the trio had been ordered to Washington, D.C., a universe away from the shrapnel-torn tents that had been their homes only a few weeks before. Here in this restaurant, surrounded by polite company in what could have passed as peacetime splendor… for the three survivors, it was disorienting to say the least.


Their new Marine Corps public relations handler, Capt. T. E. “Ed” Hicks arrived and sat down next to John L. Without preamble, Hicks began discussing the afternoon’s itinerary. Meetings at the Navy Department a few blocks away on Constitution Avenue. A press conference afterward. In the morning, they would head over to Naval Air Station (NAS) Anacostia for a photo shoot. There would be a variety of photographers, including one from Life magazine, who would be angling for a cover shot of John L.


This was the first lap of the first Marine hero tour of World War II. John L., Dick, and Marion were the men who mastered air combat and came home without a scratch. The Navy wanted them on every front page, extolling the virtues of Marine Corps Aviation and the effort to hold the jungle hellhole they had defended. There would be speaking gigs at factories, war bond rallies, press conferences, and radio shows.


Later in the week, John L. was scheduled to be a guest on Kate Smith’s eight p.m. prime-time show. Her rendition of “God Bless America” would become the beloved gold standard of the song for seventy years, until somebody dredged up the fact that she had cut two horribly racist tracks back in the 1930s. But in the moment, she was a beacon of patriotic sentiment that reflected the mood of the nation. John L. would be one of the first guests on the Kate Smith Hour with combat experience in the Pacific.


After Hicks finished outlining the itinerary, the men made small talk as they looked over the menus. Studious normality, but each felt untethered to the world they now found themselves in. Dick talked about his kids. Marion mainly listened. He was always the quiet one, but he could bust out a broad, white-toothed grin that could stop traffic. The papers called him the Zero Man—tall, dark, and handsome. A woman’s dream in a Marine uniform.


John L., Marion, and Dick caught one another up on what they had been doing since they landed back at Hamilton Field, California, on October 22, nine days removed from a night of battleship shells raining down on their living area. They had been interviewed when they stopped over at Pearl Harbor en route to the States, but none of them had had any idea of what would be waiting for them in San Francisco. They were just Marines who had done their job and tried to survive while men they loved had died around them every day and every night.


After the press conference and photo blitz in Frisco, John L. went back to his hometown of Lexington, Oklahoma, wanting only to see his father and brother—and spend a quiet moment with his mom. When he arrived, he was greeted by a cheering crowd of at least sixteen hundred. Lexington had half that population, so folks from all over the county had flocked to see him, America’s Ace of Aces, the Hero of Guadalcanal.


A hand-painted welcome banner stretched across a block in downtown. A family friend and neighbor had painted another sign that read “Birthplace of Maj. John L. Smith Marine Ace” and placed it in front of his father’s house.


The hometown pride left John L. surprised and humbled, unsure of how to react. When he asked to be taken to the town’s cemetery, a caravan with a state highway patrol escort drove him there from the train station. He stepped out onto the manicured lawn and walked among the headstones, holding a bouquet of flowers he’d purchased on his journey.


Halloween season, 1942. He’d come home to Oklahoma to lay similar flowers on his mother’s grave.


He wanted to stay longer with her, but the townsfolk were restless. To greet him properly, school let out early that Friday and all the businesses closed. The festive atmosphere grew as the people gathered in the town square, where they waited for the caravan to deliver him to a freshly constructed wooden platform and a microphone with which his soft voice could carry across the crowd.


To his surprise, his eighth-grade teacher, Cora Burkett, was waiting for him on the platform. She took center stage and spoke of John L. with sincere fondness: “It was my privilege to have John as a pupil… and to know him even better as he and my own son chummed together through their high school days.”


She spoke of how he’d always asked for more work after he finished his assignments early. He was not one to coast. He wanted to feed his active mind, so Mrs. Burkett would assign him projects and special errands to soak up some of his abundant energy.


“Today, those errands have grown into an immense job, and the successes he has achieved have not been just luck. Wise, constructive thinking coupled with pluck has brought him safely home.”


John L. stood awkwardly and listened to the praise with an armored heart. He felt undeserving. When Mrs. Burkett finished, she ceremoniously gave John L. a gold watch. The city council had entrusted her with this job after the entire town chipped in to pay for this beautiful, heartfelt gift.


Then it was his turn at the microphone. He still had no idea what to say. He didn’t want to be there, didn’t want the acclaim. He just wanted peace and a decent night’s sleep.


His smooth voice reached the eager crowd. He managed a thank-you for the gift; it had genuinely touched him. A stirring speech, if that was expected, was not to be that afternoon. John L. simply said, “What I did only parallels what twenty thousand others are doing out there, and what must be done by three million others before this thing is over.”


The crowd cheered and applauded. John L. stepped away from the microphone. People lined up enthusiastically to shake his hand and share a moment with the hero of the hour.


“I’m tired,” he said. His dad and brother met him at the platform stairs, saw the look on his gaunt face, and spirited him away.


The next day, the press fawned, extolling John L. Smith’s soft-spoken, humble demeanor despite his being America’s greatest fighter pilot—that is, except for one anonymous but astute reporter. In an uncredited Norman (Oklahoma) Transcript sidebar, the writer observed, “There is a look in Major Smith’s eyes often seen in the eyes of men who came back from bitter fighting in the first World War. They fought heroic deeds, but said little upon their return. They have looked the nasty business of war full in the face at close range, and it is not a pleasant sight. That fact makes them even more determined to end the unpleasant business as soon as possible and get back to decent, ordinary ways of life. America owes a debt it can never fully pay to Major Smith.”


IN THIS BEAUTIFUL AND ORNATE RESTAURANT IN THE HEART OF AMERICA’S capital, the man whose country owed him that debt looked down at his cup of coffee. Like everything else in this place, the cup lent itself to the atmosphere. Fine china. Understated elegance. He brought the cup to his lips and savored the taste of the coffee, the beans hand ground for the nation’s elite. In the jungle, on the rare days when they could get coffee, they had brewed it over an open fire and drunk it from tin mess cups. Bitter and harsh, but the buzz took the edge off the weariness.


A waitress hurried past their table.


“Pardon me,” he said to her. She paused and looked irritated at the interruption.


John L. asked her for a bit more sugar.


Her eyes narrowed, irritation blooming to anger. She shook her head and harshly replied, “Sugar’s rationed. Don’t you know there’s a war on?”


Marion and Dick exchanged glances. John L.’s face went red. The waitress stalked off, her duty to her country done. Perhaps it was the freshly polished shoes, new uniforms, and haircuts the three veterans had received that morning. It made them look like every other officer in the D.C. headquarters set—to a civilian, anyway. Anyone in the military would decipher the tossed salad of colorful ribbons on their left breasts and know these men had seen action. A lot of it.


“Hey, Skipper,” Marion said, “you okay?”


Dick added, “John L., you look ready to explode.”


John L. could be charismatic and magnetic, but he also had a temper. There were times Marion and Dick had seen him fly into a rage. They could see him now on the edge of losing control.


“Skipper?” Marion said again.


All at once, as if a switch had been thrown deep inside him, the tension drained out of the ace’s face. His color returned. His self-control held. For a long moment, he stared at the ceiling, exhaling slowly, his eyes far away. He looked inexpressibly sad.


“Old men are we.” He finally sighed.


Dick nodded. “Yeah. We’re older.” He was thirty-six, the eldest of the trio. Both Marion and John L. were twenty-seven. But nobody was talking birthdays.















TWO



LOST IN TRANSLATION


Navy Department, Washington, D.C.


November 9, 1942


IN A GENTLE WIND UNDER CLOUDY SKIES, ED HICKS LED HIS THREE Marine aviators across the National Mall to the Navy Department building on Constitution Avenue. The building had been thrown up by Franklin D. Roosevelt when he was the secretary of the Navy during WWI, ostensibly as a temporary wartime affair. He wanted it made of wood, but ultimately the need for fireproofing dictated its concrete construction. It was an ugly, spartan building built on the section of the Mall that became the site of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial a half century—and two more wars—later. Roosevelt came to hate the building so much that he once quipped, “When I first came down here in 1933, I said I didn’t think I would ever be let into the Gates of Heaven, because I had been responsible for desecrating the parks of Washington… [with the building].”


The Navy Department of 1939 housed about three thousand officers and employees. In the fall of 1942, that number had grown to thirteen thousand. The place bustled with officers in their winter dark blue and gold braid uniforms filling the hallways along with hundreds of civilian employees flowing between departments.


Ed led the men through the Office of Public Relations, an unadorned bullpen filled with former reporters now in uniform; they were so new to Navy service that most were still getting used to calling their shift an “eight-hour watch.” A short pause while the PR types gathered around to shake the hands of the three heroes. John L., Marion, and Dick suffered through the formalities with silent grace. Then Ed led them to a nondescript metal door, where he stood and offered them a few last words of advice.


A moment later, they stepped into the Navy Department’s pressroom. Ed did not follow them initially, so the trio made their way awkwardly to a leather couch up front and sat down.


The room was filled with bored-looking civilian reporters and one lone Marine PR flack in the far back. In one corner, three pudgy military-age men played acey-deucey backgammon. In another, a gaggle of photographers, their cameras on nearby tables, smoked quietly as they played poker. A New York Times reporter sat at a desk with a big bag of roasted peanuts. Several other scribes stood huddled around the bag, cracking the shells and eating. A few others sat at desks with their own piles of peanuts. Skins and bits of shells lay scattered in halos around them on the floor. The place smelled of body odor.


One look at who would be asking them questions, and the three combat veterans retreated into themselves. They averted their eyes from the reporters and leaned into one another, talking in low voices as if the rest of the room weren’t even there.


Their reticence was not mere nerves. It was a phenomenon the press has never understood. Combat separates the warrior from the civilian. Those who experience it and measure up know the true strength of their own souls. Like Dick and Marion and John L., they have been fire-tested. They’ve seen others break. They’ve seen fine young Americans die in a dozen horrific ways. In such moment, they know what it takes to measure up. You want their respect? Be fit. Be clean. Be professional. If you haven’t been through the ordeal, at least respect those who have.


These reporters had yet to figure that out.


In the back of the room, one of the reporters stood up and walked over to a phone. He started to order a ham sandwich while the other reporters gradually picked up notebooks and pencils while sizing up the three aviators. A few of the braver ones stopped eating, stood up, and moved closer to the pilots on the couch.


John L. and Dick lit cigarettes. Marion wasn’t a smoker. The Marines ignored the oncoming reporters.


Ed Hicks came through the door. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “I would like you to meet Lieutenant Colonel Richard Mangrum, Major John L. Smith, and Captain Marion Carl. They left Guadalcanal in mid-October and would be happy to answer any questions.”


A woman from the International News Service (INS) demanded, “Would you introduce them again? I believe I have them mixed up.”


Marion and John L. exchanged glances. After all the combat they’d seen together, they could read each other’s minds with one look.


Let’s. Get. The hell. Out of here.


Dick probably would have bolted with them if they had launched themselves from the couch. Instead, he took a long drag from his cigarette and lawyered up. He was a University of Washington Husky before joining the Corps. As an undergrad there in his hometown of Seattle and later in law school, he had learned public speaking. The skill had served him well in his military career. He could answer calmly even through grinding teeth.


Hicks didn’t miss a beat and reintroduced the men. “Colonel Mangrum on the left. Major John L. Smith in the middle. Captain Carl on the right.”


The Washington Evening Star reporter scribbled, “Charles Mangrum. John Smith. Marion Carl.”


In her notebook, the INS reporter added what would become her lede: “The Three Musketeers of the Air: a trio of handsome Marine flyers.…”


Silence followed. The other reporters gathered close around the couch now, except for the one in back still trying to order his lunch.


A tall journalist with a bobbing Adam’s apple broke the ice. “Colonel,” he said, “how does it feel to be home?”


The question prompted Marion to bite his nails. John L. ducked his head, crushed out his cigarette, and lit another, the ritual a defense against having to answer.


That left Dick Mangrum. He thought the question over. Where to even start?


“We are glad to be back,” he said in his lawyer’s voice, “of course. But we are not unmindful that there is still plenty of fighting to be done back in the islands. What happens to our friends concerns us very much.”


Unmindful. That word never would have occurred to either fighter ace on the couch. They stayed quiet and let Dick do the talking.


One of the overweight acey-deucey players raised his hand and followed up with “Do you expect and want to go back?”


Dick nodded. “Yes,” he said. “We expect to go back soon.”


“But do you want to?” the reporter pressed.


Marion heard the question. He’d go back if ordered, of course. During the Battle of Midway, his F4F Wildcat was one of two fighters still left operational after his squadron’s first encounter with the enemy. The squadron was scrambled a second time. He and Bill Humberd climbed into their planes. He was ordered up a second time. Two men against the entire might of the same Japanese carrier force that had devastated Pearl Harbor. Earlier in the day, the odds had been 108 to 25 in Japan’s favor. On that second mission, it was just him and his wingman. The scramble proved a false alarm, but it served to demonstrate the kind of man Marion Carl was. Fear would never trump duty in his heart.


He bit his thumbnail again. He’d go back because it was the right thing to do, even though there were days at Guadalcanal when life expectancy was measured in hours. He wasn’t the praying type, but more than once he thought he’d sell his soul for a guaranteed week of life.


John L.’s eyes developed a distant look. He was a million miles away from that moment, thinking of the men he’d lost. Of the rain of naval gunfire that left him and his comrades cowering in mud-filled slit trenches. The sound of chattering machine guns and the sight of flaming aircraft and flailing men falling earthward—images scarred into his memory.


“There is fighting to be done.… It involves all of us,” Dick answered simply.


The photographers started taking pictures, bulbs flashing. John L. and Marion looked nervous and miserable. Dick stayed calm.


Marion mumbled, “That’s a relief. Flash without noise.” The reporters didn’t get the comment. John L. smiled bitterly, thinking of the artillery flashes that strobed the night sky on Starvation Island—and the crushing sound of thunder that always followed.


When the reporters didn’t seem curious enough to pursue what he meant, the Oregonian rested his elbow on his leg and, chin in hand, went silent again.


Somebody asked Mangrum about attacking Japanese ships. He gave a vivid account of one dive-bombing mission he had led. The reporters were not impressed. They quickly switched to the topic that dominated all air war coverage: air-to-air combat.


They failed to grasp an axiom of Pacific War air combat: while the aces made the headlines, the bomber pilots made the history. After all, it wasn’t Zeroes that destroyed the battle line on December 7. Nor was it the Wildcats that sank the Kidō Butai’s four irreplaceable carriers at Midway.


“Colonel, what about these reports that the Japanese are now using a more heavily armored version of the Zero?”


Dick looked over at John L. Coming your way, brother. “My own activity was in connection with dive-bombing operations,” Dick said. “Our job is to stay away from fighter planes. But Major Smith might know more about that.”


All eyes went to John L. The room fell silent, save the reporter in back finishing his ham-on-rye order and the New York Times guy still cracking peanuts.


“What about it, Major?” the same reporter asked. “Are our planes more rugged than the Japanese?”


“I wouldn’t know about that,” John L. said slowly, “having never shot down any Americans—just Japs.”


Then he added, “I’ve never seen a Zero except in the air.”


The INS reporter seemed astonished by that. “Didn’t you see some of the planes you knocked down?”


“No ma’am. I was too busy to go out into the bush looking for them.”


John L. waited for another question. The reporters outwaited him. Finally he gave in and said, “It was quite difficult to tell where the Japanese ended and the jungle began.”


“Dangerous things down there in the jungle?” somebody asked.


John L. shrugged. “No. Just a lot of flies and mosquitoes. And lizards.… They eat the flies and the mosquitoes.”


He left out the snipers, the thousands of bayonet-wielding Japanese troops. The artillery fire, the banzai charges, and the constant bombings night and day from roaming Japanese planes.


“How’s the nightlife on Guadalcanal?” The question came from one of the acey-deucey players.


The aviators studied their feet. Did they think there were swanky clubs and dance halls on Guadalcanal?


“Well, you went to sleep if the Japs left you alone,” John L. answered.


Another silence. The ham and rye had at last been ordered. The reporter cradled the phone and drifted toward the couch.


“Are American flyers better than Jap flyers, Major Smith?”


Some of my pilots were commissioned in April. They were green as grass. Eager, but eagerness and inexperience get young men killed.


He knew he couldn’t say what he was thinking, for domestic consumption. Ed Hicks looked intently at John L. This was the first substantive question of the session.


“If you shoot ’em down,” John L. said, “you’re better than they are. If they get you—well, that’s all it amounts to.”


Somebody mentioned that Captain Carl had been shot down behind Japanese lines. Marion didn’t want to talk about it. “There’s not much to tell.”


The reporter for the Washington Evening Star jotted down, “Marion Carl—reticent to talk.”


“Speak up, Captain,” the reporter said. “You’re among friends. Tell us about it.”


Marion described the mission that nearly ended his life. How he escaped from his burning Grumman Wildcat fighter and spent the next five days in the jungle.


“What did you do during those five days?”


“Well, I just fooled around,” the Oregonian deadpanned.


He was sharing a little of his ordeal when the INS reporter cut in and asked, “Why is it you boys aren’t very tan?”


Colonel Mangrum looked away, letting the twenty-seven-year-old major field that one.


“Um,” said Marion. “We’ve been gone almost a month, ma’am. Tropical sunburns don’t last very long.”


“Is it pretty hot in the Solomons?” she asked.


“Yes ma’am. It’s pretty hot down there.”


“Are any of you married?” another reporter asked.


Colonel Mangrum nodded. “I am. My wife’s name is Virginia. I have two children, Harriet and Bryan.”


John L., next in line, said, “Louise and I married in June of 1941. She lives in Norfolk. No kids.”


Marion Carl’s flat, quiet voice replied, “I’m a bachelor.”


The press conference ended a short time later. The three Marines practically bolted for the door. Ed Hicks stayed around to answer any follow-ups.


There weren’t any.















THREE



UP WITH THE WHITE AND GOLD


Grant Field, Georgia Tech, Atlanta


Saturday, November 14, 1942


AS THE HERO TOUR KICKED OFF, THE FIGHTING AT GUADALCANAL continued. John L., Marion, and Dick had lasted fifty-three days in the fight, at the end of which their exhausted squadrons were replaced by new ones cobbled together and thrown into the fray. Now, they found themselves in the unsettling position of being safe and comfortable stateside while so many of their friends continued to endure the hell of Starvation Island. Each day, they opened newspapers to see headlines about themselves on front pages crowded with news from Guadalcanal. They ignored the ink about themselves and eagerly read every scrap from their Pacific battlefield, hoping to learn more about what was happening to those who replaced them.


The outcome of the battle remained in doubt, with severe fighting on land, air, and sea. On the night of Friday the thirteenth, a wild melee between American and Japanese warships erupted in the waters off Guadalcanal. Among the ships destroyed was the cruiser USS Atlanta. With their cruiser ravaged by shell hits and torpedoes and about a third of the men killed or wounded, the surviving officers tried to tow the vessel to Lunga Point, the center of the Marine beachhead on Guadalcanal. Ultimately the crew scuttled the cruiser three miles offshore.


Hours after the Atlanta went down, Dick Mangrum and John L. Smith found themselves in the city of Atlanta, standing on the Georgia Tech sidelines, awaiting the start of the nation’s Game of the Week: the Georgia Tech Yellow Jackets versus University of Alabama’s Crimson Tide. All Atlanta was abuzz over the game, and the stands at Grant Field were packed with thirty-four thousand fans of the white and gold that autumn afternoon.


John L., Marion, and Dick had spent the week after the D.C. press conference touring US Navy preflight training centers on college campuses throughout the Eastern Seaboard. At each stop, they gave speeches to the next generation of aviators who would soon carry the war forward against Japan. It was an exceptional experience. They had joined Marine aviation at a time when there were fewer than three hundred pilots in the service. Now the wartime expansion program was just starting to kick into high gear, and the Guadalcanal vets spoke to hundreds of would-be cadets on each campus. Ed Hicks told the three men that there were scores of these preflight centers at colleges all over the country weeding out the unfit and sending the rest on to basic flight training. At this rate, thousands of new pilots would be hitting the fleet every month in 1943. If only they had enjoyed those kinds of numbers on Guadalcanal.


After the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the aviators took a day off in Atlanta before going on to Athens and the preflight course at the University of Georgia. They needed a day away from the unblinking eye of the national spotlight.


So when Georgia Tech’s seventy-six-year-old president, Marion Brittain, invited them to Grant Field to watch Georgia Tech’s “Team of Destiny,” John L. and Dick readily accepted. Marion elected not to go.


John L. loved football. He’d played ironman ball back at Lexington High School in Oklahoma. He went all out on every play, hammering opponents and taking bruising hits in return. The Lexington Bulldogs could never hope to match the other, larger high schools in their area, but they played their hearts out and went down hard in each defeat.


John L. honed his competitive fire by scrapping in neighborhood games as a kid. During one pickup game when he was five or six, he collided with a barbed-wire fence after a particularly rough play. The accident tore open his face from cheek to jaw and left him with a permanent crescent-moon scar.


IT WAS A CRISP AUTUMN DAY, ABOUT SIXTY DEGREES BUT WITH A CHILL wind that forced the crowd to bundle up—topcoats for the men, fur wraps for a lot of the women. The Marines saw little distinction between the people in the stands now and the games they’d attended before Pearl Harbor. Overall, maybe the men trended a little older, with fewer military-age males in the seats. But the Marines noted there were still plenty of those too.


The country needed its rituals, and college football remained one of them, war or no war.


As the kickoff approached and both teams assembled on their sidelines, John L. and Dick grew increasingly sour. What the hell was the country doing? There were Marines still living off captured Japanese food on Guadalcanal. They were short of everything, from ships to airplanes, tanks, and rifles. Where the Army had the brand-new M1 Garand semiautomatic rifle, the Marines were fighting the Japanese in the jungle with forty-year-old Springfield bolt-actions. These people around them in the stands? They needed to be making the weapons, crewing the ships that took personnel out to the South Pacific. These college kids needed to be in the trenches with the mosquitoes and the countless tropical diseases that thinned the ranks of every Marine unit on the island. America needed its citizens to fight.


As the Tide kicked off to Georgia Tech, the game began with a swelling thunder of applause and cheers. John L. looked around again. All the energy. All the normalcy. It seemed divorced from the warrior’s reality, his reality. The scene left him simmering mad at first. That gave way to profound despair. His eyes darkened with that deep, old man’s sadness again as he turned his gaze away from the crowd.


America was fighting a war, but the people back home had no idea what that meant. Certainly, Pearl Harbor had touched everyone in the States. The sudden burst of patriotic fever, the long lines at the recruiting centers the day after. Within weeks, rationing became the order of the day, along with victory gardens, scrap drives, and calls for citizens to give their binoculars, telescopes, and German-made cameras to the military. America’s industrial workers flocked to nascent defense factories. Women were welcomed into these workplaces—the legendary Rosies.


True, the edges of the country experienced moments of the war. The U-boat blitz along the East Coast the previous spring had left beaches littered with bodies and wreckage, all covered in oil. The coastal cities resisted the order to black out their lights so that Allied merchant ships were not silhouetted at night by them. The city leaders feared the blackouts would hurt the tourist trade. The bodies washing ashore every morning ended up taking care of that.


On the West Coast, there were constant fears of air raids. Los Angeles fought a battle against nonexistent Japanese planes for almost forty-five minutes in February. San Francisco went to full blackout a couple of times a month that spring. The fear was real, but the threat was not.


The edges felt the war, but the heartland remained free from those enemy phantoms. In the stadium that fall afternoon, it seemed to the Marines that their people were playing at war without any understanding of consequence.


Or sacrifice.


In its November 9 issue, Time magazine reported that the US Army had suffered 1,016 men killed in action during the first eleven months after Pearl Harbor. The government told Time that the Navy, the Marines, and the Coast Guard had lost an additional 4,453 killed in action—about half at Pearl Harbor.


This loss was a drop in the bucket compared with what was coming. The “We regret to inform you” telegrams trickled out of the War Department and destroyed individual families here and there with their grim news that their loved ones had been killed in service of the nation. The trickle would become a flood in the months to come, and in 1943, the tidal wave of casualties would reshape the social fabric of every town and city, from San Francisco to Portland, Maine. The country would grow hard, and the war would come home to every living room one way or another.


But this impending reality seemed a million miles away at Grant Field. To the Marines who had suffered and fought under circumstances no other Americans had ever faced, the festive atmosphere seemed at best indulgent, at worse clueless and callous.


AFTER TECH SCORED THE FIRST TOUCHDOWN, THE GAME DEVOLVED into a series of cheap shots and ultraviolent hits. Each play was a bloody battle on the line. Punches were thrown more than once. Young men staggered to the sidelines, bloodied by the violence. John L. and Dick’s host, Brittain, grew concerned and said to his aviator guests, “The refs need to start calling penalties. They’re losing control of the game.”


Maybe a few months ago, they would have been thinking the same thing. Instead, John L. and Dick stared at the field and saw a gridiron dogfight. Americans against Americans expending energy that needed to be spent against the real enemies.


Before halftime, a dark-haired man in a trench coat approached them from farther down the sidelines. Long face, bushy eyebrows. He was carrying a notebook.


Lee Fuhrman recognized a target of opportunity when he saw one. A veteran reporter with the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, he’d been covering the city’s culture and music scene for a couple of years now. Deep down, he was an investigative journalist with a streak of creativity that made his reporting a cut above. While at a Philadelphia paper a few years before, he’d covered the Lindbergh kidnapping trial. Over the years since, he showed his willingness to go to extraordinary lengths to get a story. Later in his career, he joined the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus and became a clown for a week to gain insight on life under the big tent. He also possessed astute observation skills. While reporting on a car wreck, he spotted a single piece of rope in the vehicle—and connected dots that had eluded the police. He ended up proving the crash was a homicide and solved the case.


At first, Fuhrman tried to strike up a friendly conversation with Dick and John L., but they weren’t having it. A staff photographer joined them and snapped a picture of the men flanking Brittain. Tight-lipped and sad-eyed, John L. kept his head down, arms rigid at his side. Dick stood ramrod straight, hands clasped at his waist, eyes fixed in the distance as if his ignoring the press would make them disappear.


But Fuhrman wasn’t going anywhere. He came from gritty stock—his folks were Hungarian and Russian immigrants who reached America at the height of the East European famine at the end of the nineteenth century. He grew up hard and tough in a working-class New Jersey neighborhood, where his family spoke Russian at home. He knew how to draw people out.


Dick finally gave the reporter an in when he mentioned his family back in Seattle. Fuhrman pounced. He asked about his kids, and Dick’s demeanor changed. He lit up as he spoke of them. “My boy, Bryan, is four and a half. We call him Zeke. My eldest is Harriet. She’s seven and a half. We call her Trinket.”


Fuhrman asked, “Why Trinket?”


“’Cause she’s cute as a trinket,” Dick said through a smile. “When I came home, Zeke asked, ‘Daddy, is the war over?’ I said no. Zeke said, ‘Then what are you doing home?’”


The reporter laughed with Brittain. John L. said nothing. He’d heard the story several times already.


The ice broken, the bitterness the two aviators had been feeling poured forth. The game held no interest for them. They were appalled at the scene. The Sunday morning article Fuhrman penned from the encounter politely put it, “The football game was quite incidental to these two chaps, an interview brought out. For these men know what it is to get shot at. More than that, they know what it is to see their pals shot down, chaps they might have been ‘horsing’ with an hour before. That’s why it was hard to get these men to talk of their own exploits, their feats which they shrug off with a casual phrase, ‘It’s a business, this war.’”


John L., roused from his silence by the bubbling mix of anger and disorientation, suddenly blurted out, “America needs to wake up.”


Dick echoed the sentiment. “War is no picnic,” he said. He glanced up and around at the cheering crowd, who made his point for him.


John L. drilled Fuhrman with his eyes. The reporter wrote the next day, “He looks at you with a cold eye.… He’s a mighty tough cookie, this young Major Smith. That’s the kind of impression he makes.”


Eyes locked on Fuhrman’s, John L. said, “This war… it means killing. It means men will not come home. It means the life of your own son, or your brother or your nephew. Or your neighbor’s boy.”


Fuhrman asked him about air combat.


John L. was blunt. “It is either kill or be killed. It’s a job to do, and you try to do it.”


He pressed for details, but John L. offered few. “It gets pretty damn businesslike. There’s nothing personal in it. It’s just your life or his. So you do your best to make it his life and not yours.”


On the sidelines of Grant Field, Dick and John L. found a message they could get behind. They hated talking about themselves. They hated trying to explain combat to a civilian. But as they spoke to the journalist, they realized they could try to sound the alarm. America needed to get serious. Ball games and elegant silverware at lunch could wait. There would be time to play and live life again after America secured victory. The war’s cost was about to strike the country full in the face as hard as those Alabama linemen could hit.















FOUR



THE BUCKS COUNTY PLAYHOUSE


Long Island City, New York


November 20, 1942


THE FOUR-STORY BRICK AND GLASS BUILDING TOOK UP AN ENTIRE block in the heart of Long Island City’s industrial section. Sedans were parked bumper to bumper at the curb. The day shift had just arrived, and people lined up at the guarded entrance carrying lunch pails. Some workers were dressed in coveralls or chambray button-down work shirts. This was no prewar crew. Men in their sixties and seventies, some resting on canes, stood beside young women who looked to be still in their teens. Family groups lined up together. Brothers and sisters, a grandmother with her arm around her granddaughter. Scattered among the growing crowd were Black faces among the white. The company—the Brewster Aeronautical Corporation—was known for being progressive and hiring African Americans, though it had recently been caught asking prospective recruits about their religious affiliation, ostensibly to deny employment to Jews.


The line moved forward briskly, people chatting as they waited their turn to pull their time cards from a wall-mounted rack just inside the entrance. The sound of the time stamp kept a steady cadence.


John L. Smith looked on, standing beside Ed Hicks and Dick Mangrum, oblivious to this morning routine. As was so often the case since the tour began, his mind was back on Starvation Island. He’d lightened up a little bit in press conferences after the football game. The day before, he even playfully needled Marion Carl while meeting with reporters at the Biltmore Hotel. John L. teased him into revealing how Marion had been shot down. Still, he had more and more moments when he gazed off and was lost to the occasion, thinking about the squadron, his men. The shellings and the cries of the wounded.


Beside John L., Dick glanced over at his fellow Guadalcanal vet and saw dark circles again highlighting his gaunt face. John L.’s eyes radiated that familiar sadness. It was the look of a leader who had loved his men and now struggled with the grief of losing so many of them. He wore that weight like a lead shroud. Civilians didn’t understand it, but other warriors knew the look, knew the heaviness of the burden, because they carried it as well.


“Get any sleep last night?” Dick whispered to his friend.


John L. shook his head. Mornings were the toughest for him. Being on all day and all night was simply too much to ask.


Dick nodded and looked back at the line of workers. He noticed that a select few in the line wore metallic wings pinned above their breast pockets. The wings flanked a small silver pentagon, within which was the Brewster logo, surrounded by the words “Since 1810”—the year the company had been founded. Above the logo were the words Three Years’ Service. Those pins were few and far between. Three years ago, Brewster’s entire workforce numbered 912 employees, and the company had broken $1 million in aircraft sales only the year before. On November 14, 1942, the Long Island City factory counted 8,874 men and women as employees. Altogether, the company now totaled 15,000 employees spread across factories in three states. Not a bad growth spurt for a business with $370 million worth of outstanding contracts to make aircraft.


The building here on Long Island could not have looked less like an aircraft factory. It looked like any other turn-of-the-century multistory industrial building in the area—brick, with wide factory windows designed to supply plenty of natural light to the production floors. There was no airfield in sight. When the Marines asked about that, Ed Hicks told them Brewster used to truck its finished aircraft in pieces over to Roosevelt Field for final assembly and test flights. Now it sent them to Bucks County, Pennsylvania.


That seemed a little inefficient.


Yet the Navy counted on places like Brewster. On their factory floors, the aircraft so desperately needed would be built. Victory in global war started at home, right here on the shoulders of these everyday Americans streaming into the building. The United States had failed in its first effort to mobilize for total war. In 1917, despite its many robust industries, not a single American-built aircraft fought in combat during the Great War. Production delays, rampant corruption, government ineptitude, inexperience, and poor designs all forced the nascent US air services to rely on French and British aircraft.


That could not happen again. The Marine Corps needed better aircraft than what it had at Midway and Guadalcanal. It needed lots of them—and fast. What the Marines were flying in the Pacific now was barely holding the line, and it is axiomatic that as your own technology evolves in response to combat experience, so evolves the enemy’s. America was in a race to conceive, design, test, and deploy better aircraft than the Japanese at a time when the Imperial Navy had proven it was the technological leader in the Pacific.


Wrote one field-grade Marine officer in a report to his commanding general after Midway, “If we can’t have adequate equipment, we should be relieved, because at present if a flat-top should visit us we might break up the bombers but no one would know how many we hit. At this time we are waiting for the news from Midway and I do not doubt it will be bad. Another glorious chapter in Marine Corps tradition, written in blood, incredible odds, etc. If the losses are what I expect, it would be better called murder without honor. We are next on the list. Do something constructive before it is too late.”


The “something constructive” was being done in factories like this one all over the country. A new generation of fighters and bombers was just reaching full production. The prewar designs would have to soldier on in frontline service for a few more months, but a rising tide of new aircraft would soon replace them—and equip countless new squadrons that would be hurled against the Empire of Japan.


Ed Hicks led his Guadalcanal veterans through the visitor’s entrance. A moment later, Dick and John L. were introduced to the company’s senior management, which included the new president and CEO, C. A. Van Dusen. The Navy had selected him to run the Brewster Aeronautical Corporation after requisitioning it from the original founder in late April 1942.


Van Dusen gave the Marines a short introduction to the company. Notably in 1932, one of the company’s designers purchased Brewster’s struggling aviation subcontractor division for just over $29,000. The division subcontracted through the 1930s before building a dive-bomber called the SBA for the Navy and a fighter plane known as the Brewster F2A Buffalo.


John L. knew the Buffalo well. It was one of the prewar designs that equipped Marine fighter squadrons in 1941. In fact, the F2A was one of the first fighters he’d flown after joining VMF-221 at San Diego just before Pearl Harbor. He and Marion Carl had been together in that unit when it shipped out aboard the USS Saratoga a few days after the war began. By then, the F4F Wildcat had become the fleet’s standard fighter aircraft. The Marines got the Navy’s castoffs, and the Brewster planes formed the core of the Corps’ fighter aviation units until after Midway.


Midway: in that one fight, most of Marion Carl’s squadron had been destroyed in a matter of minutes. The F2A proved underpowered; it was also an unstable gunnery platform. It also lacked armor protection behind the pilot’s head. In combat, the Brewster could not maneuver with, or escape from, the Japanese Zero. One of Marion’s squadron mates actually wrote in his official after-action report that men sent aloft in the Brewster Buffalo should be considered lost the moment they left the ground.


In a bitterly scathing report that echoed this sentiment, a Marine fighter squadron commander wrote, “If the Army or Navy can’t spare decent equipment, won’t the Lend-Lease work both ways? We could use some Hurricanes.”


John L. hoped that whatever Brewster was building now was better than the Buffalo.


After his introduction, Van Dusen gave the men a walking tour of the factory. The company’s new state-of-the-art dive-bomber, the SB2A Buccaneer, was just now starting to reach service. Earlier in the month, the Navy accepted delivery of the first batch. These aircraft were intended to replace the aging Douglas SBD Dauntless that currently equipped all the US Marine Corps and US Navy dive-bomber squadrons.1


The Buccaneer, Van Dusen explained, would be the plane that Dick Mangrum and his men would fly when they returned to combat. Understandably, the Seattle native was anxious to get in the cockpit and test one out.


On alternating floors of the main building and in the nearby Ford Building, Brewster was making room to begin production of the F3A. This was the next-generation fighter, also destined for Marine Corps service. It was not an organic company design but rather a license-built Chance Vought F4U Corsair, the first Navy aircraft to surpass four hundred miles an hour in level flight. According to Van Dusen, the company’s retooling effort for this new design was over 50 percent complete. It would be making the Corsair in a matter of months.


On the tool and die floor, the Marines met some of the oldest employees. Plenty of men here were in their sixties or early seventies. Peter Zimmerman, working at a half-century-old shaper machine, was eighty-six. A man who had been alive during the Civil War now helped build airplanes for America’s defense.


Then it was time for the visitors to address the employees. The workers gathered on the main floor, sweat and grease stained, looking curious and a little dispirited. The company president introduced his guests to the rank and file, and one at a time, the two Marines stepped forward to speak a few words.


Dick went first. Always polished, always prepared, his speech struck just the right tone. Though he knew of the Buffalo’s disastrous record at Midway, talking about that would not have boosted morale here. Instead, he spoke about the battles ahead and why America was turning the tide against the enemy in the Pacific. He emphasized one great strategic advantage: American engineering and technology crushed Japan’s. To illustrate the point, he related a story of how Japanese trucks bogged down on Guadalcanal. “They were two-wheel-drive jobs that fizzled in the mud,” he explained. American trucks kept going, no matter the conditions.


He added that whatever worked well for the Japanese came directly from American designs. It wasn’t entirely true, but Mangrum was playing to his audience.


On Guadalcanal, the Marines used captured tools, vehicles, and even an ice machine without any problem because their assembly and instruction manuals were printed in English and Japanese.


The crowd roared and applauded. Dick finished on a high note. “We can’t build the planes we fly. That’s up to you fellows and women. The better you build them, the better we’ll fly them. And the sooner you build them, the sooner we’ll be home to park that Rising Sun on the White House mantelpiece.”


The workers loved his words. Cheers echoed through the factory, and Dick offered a rare grin in return. “Build them right, and we’ll all be flying home sooner than you expect.”


After Dick stepped back from the microphone, John L. took his place. He spoke precisely, his voice deep and gravelly, touched with a bit of an Oklahoma drawl. He stressed teamwork and the accomplishments of his squadron and never shone the limelight on his own exploits. He finished quickly, so much so that another senior manager stepped to the microphone and asked John L. a few questions.


“Are the Japanese really fanatical in their disdain of death?”


John L. leaned to the mic. He paused, putting words together in his head. The crowd stared on expectantly. “Maybe so,” he began, “maybe so, but I’ve seen many of them use their parachutes when the going got rough.”


A ripple of laughter went through the crowd. John L. frowned, thinking of the men he loved, the ones his orders sent to their deaths, day in and day out. They climbed into the cockpit every morning without complaint. He would never get over that. They knew the odds. Knew the score. And yet, nobody shirked. They faced the Reaper every day, and more than half his squadron paid the price.


But they never once said they had had enough. Their strength kept John L. going. Little did he know that his own example held his men together at the same time.


“The Japanese are tough,” he suddenly added. The laughter evaporated. “But our kids…” He hesitated. The English language comes up short in such moments. There are no words to describe what it took to keep fighting on Guadalcanal. So he kept it simple.


“Our kids, they’re tougher.”


Long Island City rocked with applause.


AFTER THE SPEECH, JOHN L. BID HIS HOSTS GOOD DAY AND DEPARTED the plant with Ed Hicks, bound for the nearby Grumman Aircraft Corporation’s factory complex, where Marion Carl was test-flying its next-generation naval fighter, the F6F Hellcat.


Dick stayed behind, eager to test out Brewster’s new dive-bomber. His hosts drove him to Roosevelt Field, where they boarded a company transport for a short flight to Bucks County, Pennsylvania, and the company’s massive and brand-new factory-airfield complex northeast of Hatboro.


The VIP contingent disembarked to a waiting group of more suits. Dick shook hands all around, carefully taking note of everyone’s name as they were introduced. They had time for a quick tour through one hangar where the SB2A Buccaneer was being assembled. As they walked among the workers assembling the dive-bombers, Van Dusen pointed out some of the plant’s more famous employees. Cincinnati Reds pitcher Bucky Walters had just joined the assembly team, working as an aircraft inspector during the offseason. Jack Delaney, a professional boxer, also worked as an inspector. Ben Chin, an eighteen-year-old Chinese refugee who had recently made headlines in the local papers, stood beside an SB2A’s fuselage with a rivet gun. He’d escaped to America while most of his family languished under Japanese occupation back in China. Building the SB2A was his way of fighting for their liberation.


Albert “Dolly” Stark, a former major league baseball umpire, ran the plant’s recreational program. To attract workers to such a remote location, Brewster realized it had to create more than just an employment opportunity. It had to create a sense of community. Soon, well over a thousand Brewster workers played in baseball, softball, basketball, and badminton leagues or joined the fencing, boxing, or flying clubs. There was even a bowling alley and some shuffleboard courts to use after hours or on breaks.


The plant manager, P. M. Stephenson, pointed out the modern firefighting equipment the company had just installed in the hangars. “Just in case of an air raid,” he said with complete sincerity.


The chance of an air raid in Pennsylvania was about as likely as a blizzard in Death Valley in August. It seemed absurd.


The truth was, Van Dusen and Stephenson had an ulterior motive in bringing the most famous Marine Corps dive-bomber pilot to Hatboro. For all the hosts’ talk and showmanship, this plant was a chaotic disaster. Without the skilled workforce available in New York City, Brewster had to pull in whomever it could entice to come out to rural Pennsylvania for ten-hour shifts six days a week. Hiring and keeping employees turned into a major challenge, one that forced the company to raise its hourly wage to over a dollar an hour to lure people away from the aircraft companies in the Philadelphia area.


The extra pay made little difference to retention. Many conscientious workers—some with sons in the military—quit in disgust after only a few months when they saw the slipshod quality control, the disastrous labor relations, and the slacking off that was tolerated. The factory complex earned the nickname the Bucks County Playhouse. It did not take long for reports of malingering, work slowdowns, employee walkouts, and even workers’ sexual liaisons in half-built SB2A fuselages to reach Congress.


The union took such an adversarial position against Brewster’s management that walkouts over trivial things like a security guard chastising an employee for driving down a street clearly labeled off-limits to vehicular traffic became commonplace. When management found and fired six young women—all fresh hires—lingering inside fuselages on the production floor in what was probably part of a prostitution ring, the union retaliated by quitting work two hours early.


Hundreds of thousands of hours were lost to the union’s walkouts and slowdowns. The head of the union had pledged not to strike during wartime; he found ways around that pledge with other tactics that undermined Brewster’s ability to fulfill its contracts at every turn.


The Navy ordered the Buccaneer’s prototype, known as the Model 340, in April 1939. It first flew two years later. A year after that, despite all the advance money, the new factory, and the full support of the federal government, Brewster had managed to deliver a grand total of twenty dive-bombers. Along the way, two of the company’s senior executives were sent to federal prison for illegally selling arms to Bolivia. Despite being caught, the two raked in millions of dollars in commissions on the export version of the Buccaneer and Buffalo—while still behind bars. Yet, to face the Axis, the country needed every defense contractor it had, so the federal government continued to push money Brewster’s way.


The situation at Bucks County grew so bad that the Navy seized control of the company in April 1942. It cleared out the old senior management and brought in C. A. Van Dusen to get Brewster productive. Six months later, hardly an aircraft had left the Bucks County Playhouse, and Van Dusen was getting increasingly desperate. The Navy was pushing him hard, and if he didn’t get this ship turned around soon, he’d be sacked for sure.


Dick Mangrum was there to bring the war home to the workers at Hatboro, to show them that their daily jobs had real-world implications for the men at the tip of the spear. He was the wake-up call Brewster needed to get the union and management to settle their differences for the good of the country.


He addressed thousands of workers that afternoon in front of the hangar complex at Hatboro, giving a modified version of the speech from earlier in the day at Long Island City.


“The Japs have been very unhappy these past two weeks,” he began as he sketched the victories the news had reported since he’d returned from Guadalcanal. The crowd loved it, cheering and applauding. When the workers quieted down, Dick got serious and spoke of the hardships, the need for more aircraft, more men. He spared no feelings and pointedly told the crowd that the fighting so far was just the opening round. Much tough work—and many losses—remained ahead.


“We are ready now for the real tactical fight of this war,” he said, but he stressed that the only way to win was on the shoulders of every man and woman in the crowd. Their dedication, their attention to detail and quality—those would give the Marines and the Navy the weapons they needed so desperately to drive the Japanese back across the Pacific. The victory would be won not just on the battlefield but also in the factories here at home.


Speech finished, Dick was escorted to a waiting SB2A Buccaneer out on the parking ramp of the company’s airfield. It wasn’t painted in the normal blue and gray Navy colors. Instead, it looked more like an Army paint job, a camouflaged mélange of greens, browns, and grays.


At first glance, it resembled an extended and more squat-legged version of the Buffalo, thanks to its outsized tail and barrel-shaped fuselage. Beneath the long greenhouse canopy on the underside of the fuselage Dick spotted a pair of bomb bay doors. Unlike the SBDs that he had flown at Guadalcanal and that carried their bombs out in the open, the Buccaneer carried its ordnance internally to minimize drag.


Dick climbed into the cockpit while a Brewster test pilot crouched beside him on the wing explaining the instrument layout. Every instrument and panel was labeled in a foreign language. What’s more, the instruments were metric.


When Dick asked about that, the test pilot explained that this batch of 162 Buccaneers had originally been purchased by the Dutch air force for service in the East Indies. When the Japanese knocked the Dutch out of the Pacific War, the Navy took over the contract—but refused to pay the extra $12.10 per plane to change the cockpit plates to English and the instruments to US standard.


These SB2As were destined for two Marine Air wings, one at Cherry Point, North Carolina, and the other in Florida. They were the dive-bombers of the future, presumably after the Corps repainted them and fixed the mess in the cockpit.


The test pilot made sure Dick was familiar with the cockpit layout, then gave him a rundown on things to watch out for on his flight. The brakes were twitchy and would lock up if applied too liberally while taxiing. Make sure the tail wheel is centered before takeoff by lurching forward a few feet and then hitting the brakes again. That would get it in position and lock it in place.


Even with two and a half units of right rudder trim, the Buccaneer still pulled left on takeoff. The test pilot stressed not to correct that with the brakes. Use the rudder.


He finished up his lesson with a series of what-ifs. How to handle a stall, what to do if the aircraft suffered hydraulic failure (apparently fairly common). Don’t roll it under 195 knots. Any slower, and the aileron controls were sluggish.


Dick was ready to go. He went through the engine start procedure and taxied out to the broad airstrip.


He centered and locked the tail wheel before easing off the brakes. As he began the takeoff roll, he realized that the test pilot wasn’t kidding. The aircraft pulled hard left, thanks to the P-factor on the propeller blades and the torque of its 1,700-horsepower Wright Cyclone engine. He countered it with right rudder and felt the tail lift at just under sixty knots. A moment later, he was angling aloft.


The aircraft was a dud. Heavy on the controls, sluggish ailerons, underpowered. Dick saw perhaps a little potential in its top speed, which was about twenty miles an hour faster than the SBD Dauntless he’d flown from Guadalcanal. It could carry two 500-pound bombs, whereas the SBD could only carry one. That, he supposed, was another advantage.


Yet the plane was a wallowing slug, and its two advantages couldn’t make up for its performance deficit in other areas. In combat, it would get its crews slaughtered by Zeroes as surely as the Brewster Buffalo had been earlier in the year.


All that effort he’d seen that day by thousands of Americans of all ages, genders, and races. All the money and strategic materials flowing from foundries and steel mills into these planes. All the nation’s investment in Brewster, including the factory outside Hatboro and the fronting of cash before a single plane had been delivered. And this was the final product: a mediocre aircraft that offered no significant upgrade from the aging SBD Dauntless.


Fifteen thousand people were laboring to make a plane that would do little more than trigger flurries of Western Union telegrams from the War Department to the families of the Buccaneer crews surely to die in battle.


No wonder the Navy was giving it to the Corps.


What was the poem one of John L.’s pilots penned on Guadalcanal?




The Army gets the medals


And the Navy gets the queens


But the guys who get a fucking


Are the United States Marines.





Dick returned to Hatboro and set the Buccaneer down on the beautiful new runway, knowing that for all its deficiencies, the SBD Dauntless would have to carry the load in combat for the foreseeable future. The Buccaneer was a dud.2
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THE GRUMMAN WAR PRODUCTION CORPS


Bethpage, New York


November 20, 1942


THE NOON WHISTLE BLEW, AND THE GRUMMANITES POURED OUT OF Plants One, Two, and Three. They were happy, chatting, excited. The news had just been announced over the factory complex’s public address system: the Navy was going to award them their second “E” burgee in six months. It was the highest honor the service could bestow on a civilian corporation and its employees.


The flow of workers from each plant converged on the streets and alleys leading to the Plant Four parking apron, where a platform decorated with red, white, and blue bunting had been erected for the occasion. For the next thirty minutes, the Grummanites—as they proudly called themselves—would celebrate with the Navy their incredible feats of production.


The crowd gathered on the apron as a Paramount Pictures newsreel crew filmed the scene. Some of the workers took notice and began mugging for the camera, waving and catcalling to the crew. The cameraman panned across the scene as thousands more pressed onto the apron to share the moment. The men and women wore button-down spread-collar shirts and cotton jackets. Most took the opportunity to strike a match and light a cigarette. There was no smoking inside the factories, so the ceremony would be their only opportunity for a nicotine fix until their afternoon fifteen-minute break.


This was the Grumman War Production Corps, as the company called its employees. They were respected. They were well treated. The company ran with smooth efficiency and produced thousands of aircraft that the Navy and Marine Corps pilots came to love. The workers built their beloved aircraft without glitz or glamour, just rugged as hell—exactly like the people who filled the factory. Their planes defined American engineering at its finest. Grumman was everything Brewster aspired to be: successful, functional, a major part of the war effort.


Grumman’s F4F Wildcat had been the one fighter capable of standing toe-to-toe with the Japanese Zero these past months. Where the Zero made short work of nearly every other Allied fighter plane, the stubby, underrated little Grumman put an end to Imperial Japan’s string of victories.


Those who built these beloved fighters waited eagerly for the ceremony to begin. The atmosphere was electric. They had been through this once before, having no idea what a Navy “E” burgee, or pennant, was. It stood for excellence in production. It meant the Navy valued the company’s contribution to the war effort above all others. Grumman would be the first aircraft company to receive two of them.


The Plant One band stepped onto the platform. Each factory in the Grumman complex had its own rec teams and clubs, including bands and orchestras. The musicians had put down their rivet guns and wrenches for a chance to do what they loved most: play some music for an appreciative audience.


When they burst out with a John Philip Sousa march, the crowd went nuts. The energy skyrocketed to the stratosphere. These men and women labored day in and day out, knowing that each plane they made could get one of their own community’s sons or husbands home safe. That point was driven home after one of their own, Mildred Brittingham, received one of the dreaded War Department telegrams. Her husband, a Navy lieutenant, had been killed in action fighting a German U-boat in the North Atlantic. She worked through her grief on the factory floor, avenging the loss of the love of her life with every aircraft she helped build.


A door behind the grandstand opened, and the workers recognized the first two men through it. President of the corporation Leroy Grumman stepped to the platform first, followed by the company’s general manager, Leon A. “Jake” Swirbul. Several more followed: Paul Gilbert, the company’s beloved personnel director; a local judge; and a Navy lieutenant commander tasked with bestowing the honor on the company and crowd.


Then two other men in Marine Corps uniforms stepped through the door. The crowd, already cheering, went into a frenzy as they recognized Maj. John L. Smith and Capt. Marion Carl, Grumman’s “two greatest customers.”


John L., fresh from Long Island City and the tour at Brewster, unleashed a broad, boyish grin. Carl hadn’t seen him smile like that since before Pearl Harbor. The sadness in his friend’s eyes had vanished. Instead, they shone with genuine happiness. The skipper of 223 jauntily scrambled up the steps to the platform and waved at the crowd. A surge of voices met the greeting. Both Marines could sense it: this was a family moment, melding the men of war to the builders of their weapon of choice. This was what they needed to see: Americans at home totally devoted to the war effort.


Marion’s cap was raked at an angle, making him look even more strapping and cool than usual. Women in the crowd pointed, and the company’s newspaper later reported, “The girls murmured approvingly over Captain Carl’s tall handsomeness.”


The Oregonian, grinning as widely as his skipper, took station beside him and looked out over the crowd. He’d never seen so many cheering faces before. Not for him, anyway. He’d grown up on a muddy dairy farm in near-abject poverty outside Hubbard, Oregon. The entire population of his hometown was probably a third of the size of this crowd.


The scene was like a jolt of adrenaline to him. Carl had been coasting through the tour, totally uninterested in the press conferences and fluff that Ed Hicks had arranged. In fact, the day before, during another meet-the-press moment at the Biltmore, Marion had dozed off twice while Dick and John L. fielded questions.


This was different. Marion knew nobody in the crowd yet felt connected to them. The Wildcat wasn’t the best fighter ever built, but it got him home countless times when others would have failed him. And when he was shot down, the armor in his cockpit almost surely saved his life. Somebody in this crowd had built that cockpit and installed that armor. Funny to think he owed his life to a stranger—man or woman—who could be present in this moment.


Even better, earlier that morning, he’d flown the planes destined to replace the F4F. He’d talked his way into an F4U Corsair, then climbed into Grumman’s latest and greatest design: the F6F Hellcat. Square lines, rugged, blunt fuselage, the Hellcat looked like the bigger, badder brother of the Wildcat. It had power. It had maneuverability. It could climb like a hawk and dive like an anvil. One flight and Carl could tell this plane would be the weapon the Navy—and, hopefully, the Marine Corps—would hammer Imperial Japan with in the months ahead.


The ceremony began. The burgee—basically a pennant with an E on it—was hoisted aloft on a flagpole. The crowd celebrated as the burgee fluttered in the early afternoon breeze. Then Leroy Grumman asked the boys from Guadalcanal to say a few words.


To onlookers, they seemed almost abashed. Neither man had the speaking ability of Dick Mangrum. One reporter noted, “They were truly men of action, not words.”


Still, John L. took center stage and knocked it out of the park with his first comment.


“There were times when the only planes over the Solomon Islands were TBFs and F4Fs.”


At the mention of their fighter and torpedo bomber, the crowd’s cheering rose to a new crescendo. John L. and Marion realized the extent of the ownership these men and women felt over the planes they produced. It was a beautiful thing to see.


“You can see who is doing the fighting down there!” John L.’s voice was strong and gravelly. It carried through the apron and echoed off the factory walls.


More cheers, and John L. waited. He could feel the electricity, the unseen connection between speaker and audience. The energy fired him up as nothing else had since Guadalcanal. And he brought the house down with his next line.


“Just ask the Japs what they think of the Grumman Wildcats!”


Marion had no idea how to follow that act. When his turn to speak came, he started a bit slow, thanking everyone for the tour of the factories earlier that morning. Marion was never one to get flowery or effusive. He was the steady-keeled hardscrabble dairyman’s son who remained unmoved in every storm. He spoke with a directness that was often refreshing, sometimes astonishing. On this day, his straightforward ways sent the crowd in a fit of cheers yet again.


“I have flown Grumman planes at both Midway and Guadalcanal. I know the kind of planes you make from firsthand experience. From the records, both you and we know that your Grumman planes must be plenty good.”


When the whistles and clapping ebbed, he added, “I hope to get back out there and have a chance to fly one of your new models. I know we’ll try to do even better with them than we did in the past.”


Marion thanked the Grummanites, then backed away from center stage. The ceremony concluded with Leroy Grumman presenting John L. with an American flag that had flown over the Grumman factory complex.


For a few minutes afterward, Marion and John L. stepped down onto the apron to meet and thank the workers face-to-face. The crowd surged around them. One man called out, “Hey, fellas, when you go out there again—get me one of those little yellow men. Send him back in an envelope!”


The Marines ignored the comment as they continued to shake hands. These pilots had seen the quality of the Japanese aircrew firsthand. They knew how formidable, courageous, and relentless they could be. There was no room in such a world for hurling a racial slur at these foes. The racism endemic on the home front had once informed the military’s arrogant view of the Japanese. It led to a prewar sense of superiority that got thousands of Americans killed. The war made realists of the survivors. Skin color made no difference at twenty thousand feet—only skill behind the stick.


Marion and John L. were genuinely touched by the extent of the emotional outpouring for them as more workers rushed to say a few words of praise and thanks. One Rosie, eyes alive as if she were meeting a childhood hero for the first time, rushed to the front of the crowd and grasped Marion’s hand. Surprised, he turned to her and was struck by her earnestness and beauty.


“Captain Carl,” she said, “it was awfully good of you to visit us today.”


Marion blushed. Actually blushed. The crowd saw it and started to laugh. The young woman released his hand and fell back into the crowd, her eyes and smile radiating adulation.


All too soon, the whistle wailed. The crowd reacted instantly. Time to get back to work winning the war. The throngs of employees flowed out of the apron and rushed back to their plants, taking a final drag on their cigarettes before flicking them to the asphalt. The two pilots watched them go as photographers prepared to take a few last photos of them with Grumman’s senior managers.


Not long after, they repeated the ceremony at Plant Fifteen, which was several miles away from the main Grumman factory complex. Afterward, Leroy Grumman announced he would hold a cocktail party in their honor that evening at the Waldorf Astoria. The heroes of the hour would be treated to the best the Big Apple had to offer.


Marion was not a drinker, and he was exhausted after the outpouring, the speeches, the flying. He’d also been wrestling with bad news from home. His mother, still living on and working the dairy farm in Hubbard, woke up earlier in the week to find their main barn on fire. The entire herd of dairy cows had died in the blaze—almost two hundred head. His mother’s ability to make a living had been lost in that fiery instant.


Worse, in the days that followed, rumors seeped back to Marion from friends in Oregon. All the front-page news may have generated a backlash. Many of his neighbors in that part of the Willamette Valley were first-generation German immigrants who came to Oregon after the Great War. There was considerable suspicion that the fire was sabotage inflicted by some who still held allegiance to Germany and was retaliation against anyone fighting against the Axis powers.


Despite all these reasons, he couldn’t turn down this invitation. None of them could or probably really wanted to. A night in New York City, feted by one of the great industrialists of the era? That would be a night to remember, for sure.


Little did Marion Carl know, it was a night that would change his life forever and would ultimately define his death.
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A LONG-STEMMED AMERICAN BEAUTY


Waldorf Astoria, New York City


November 20, 1942


DICK, JOHN L., AND MARION STOOD TOGETHER IN THE LOBBY OF the Waldorf Astoria. In a few minutes, they would head into the reception room where the cocktail party was being held in their honor. They were dressed in their best uniforms, hair combed, and freshly shaved. All had showered after their day at the aircraft factories.


Ed Hicks joined them a moment later. “Gentlemen, I have news,” he said. Leroy Grumman had called over to the John Robert Powers Agency earlier in the day and asked if he could send four agency models to help entertain his Marine hero guests at the cocktail party. The Powers Agency contract included a clause that required each woman to be available for such events. The company promised to have four of its models at the Waldorf by five p.m. sharp.


The Marines regarded one another. Models. New York models? John Robert Powers had transformed the fashion industry and revolutionized the advertising business when he founded his company some twenty years before. The models his agency signed were legendary. They started with print work around New York but many found their way into theater and Hollywood. He was discerning about whom he signed. Refined, intelligent, charismatic, tall—and gorgeous—those were the features that defined a Powers model. So much so that his models were dubbed Long-Stemmed American Beauties.


Marion looked around his circle of friends. He pulled the bachelor card. “You guys are all married. I get first pick.”


The other guys weren’t thrilled by that, but with rings on their fingers, they couldn’t argue the point. Besides, these women were anything but escorts—that was never the role of Powers models. Their role was to be hostesses and ambassadors for their city.


They headed to the reception room, where they found Grumman and the other senior managers waiting for them, cocktails in hand, wives on their arms. It was just a bit before five, and the models had yet to arrive. While Dick and John L. ordered drinks and made small talk with their hosts, Marion slipped away to post up beside the door. He wanted a good look at the models when they entered the party.


They did a few minutes later. None of them spotted Marion beside the door as they entered, dressed to the nines.


Marion never noticed the other three models, seeing only the one who didn’t seem to fit the mold. She was shorter than the other three women and was not as opulently dressed as the others. She favored Italian shoes and had her dark hair pinned up. Victory red lipstick, crystal-blue eyes, and a warm smile revealing perfect teeth—her beauty transfixed him.


She had no idea the reaction she triggered in Marion. Instead, she walked straight up to Dick and introduced herself. The two began chatting amicably. Marion watched her from his corner across the room. There was something captivating about her. The way she carried herself. She moved with grace, seemed totally at ease in the middle of a room full of millionaires and national heroes. She had presence.


Marion couldn’t take his eyes off her. She couldn’t take her eyes off Dick. Tall and handsome in his own right, Dick had a smooth and engaging cocktail-hour persona. He would have fit in with the Grumman suits had he taken a different career path. He was also a gentleman, still in love with his wife, Virginia, as much as he’d been a decade and a half before, when they were wed. As they talked, he held his drink with his left hand, prominently displaying the wedding band on his ring finger.


Marion knew others considered him handsome, and people reacted to his boyish grin, but he was not a live wire at a cocktail party. He was an introvert, a man more dedicated than most to his craft of flying fighters. Long before the war broke out, his dream of becoming a pilot absorbed most of his time and energy. When he joined the Corps, the dream became the single focus of his life.


He’d dated over the years. Had girlfriends from time to time, but never anything serious. He was twenty-seven years old, was currently front-page news across the counter, and had nearly died a dozen times in distant, never-heard-of islands before Pearl Harbor. Yet, he had never been in love—and frankly knew little about it.


Staring across the room at the blue-eyed brunette, he felt a pull he’d never experienced before. He had been charmed before. Wowed by somebody’s beauty. Those infatuations never endured. This felt different.


He took a step toward her. Then another. He had no plan, felt almost as if he were on autopilot. He found himself cutting in. Dick glanced at him, irritated at first. Then he remembered the deal and backed down.


“Marion Carl, meet Edna Kirvin,” he said politely.


Edna held out her hand, which Marion shook gently. Her palm was soft and smooth; his was dry and calloused from hours behind the stick of a fighter. He felt an almost electric thrill at their touch. A look into her eyes, and he sensed she felt it too. She offered a vivacious smile that set Marion instantly at ease. As they chatted, he began to realize just how tightly wound he’d been for all these months. Listening to Edna, he felt the stress and tension drain away.


As they talked in the middle of the room, Dick totally forgotten beside them, Marion smelled her perfume. Bright, airy, liberating—a complex mosaic of scents that hinted of flowers, spring days, and oranges. It was soft and feminine, a bit mysterious with a texture and depth that utterly intoxicated him.


Marion Carl had just encountered Chanel No. 5 for the first time. Those half-ounce bottles of Chanel, resembling whiskey decanters, were hard to come by in 1942, seeing as the Germans occupied France. When they could be found, the price was far beyond something most women he knew back home in Oregon could afford: the 2024 equivalent of four hundred dollars an ounce.


The room vanished. For him, there was only Edna, maintaining eye contact as she laughed and smiled through the cocktail-hour inanities. Small talk. What was the point?


The point was not to let this woman get away. He found the words, kept the cadence. She responded and laughed. They sparked and kept sparking, Edna taken by the physique and handsome features of this tall and rugged Marine. He was a man far different from the others she’d met on this circuit, and she grew curious about him. She began to ask questions that drew him, inch by inch, out of his protective introvert’s shell.


Cocktail hour ended all too soon. While others around the room chatted in happy clusters, Ed Hicks intruded on their couple’s space to announce it was time to go do the Fred Waring Show, which was being broadcast from a ballroom elsewhere in the Waldorf.


Marion was scheduled to be interviewed on the program. He didn’t want to say goodbye to Edna and cared not a whit about the radio show. His attitude intrigued Edna even more: a man who had absolutely no interest in fame. She was reluctant to say goodbye.


He asked her if she’d want to come see the show. She accepted on the provision that she call her mother and let her know where she was. Edna’s answer impressed Marion; she was conscientious and from a caring family.


The Fred Waring Show started at six. Ed hustled Marion down to meet the legendary band leader backstage ahead of the broadcast. Waring’s show had first hit the airwaves in 1933. Ever since, it had been a staple of American pop culture. His band, Fred Waring and His Pennsylvanians, dominated the airwaves every Friday evening on NBC. The show was sponsored by Chesterfield cigarettes, and Waring used the revenue to build his own dance hall and soundstage in Pennsylvania, where the show usually was performed. Over the years, he would often go on location to places like the Waldorf for special broadcasts.


Although it was ostensibly a musical variety show, Waring made a point of bringing veterans onto the program ever since the Pearl Harbor attack. As Edna sat in the audience that evening, the bandleader interviewed Marion Carl, and the nation heard his quiet, deep voice for the first time. Until that moment, Marion’s fame had come entirely from newspaper interviews and radio news accounts of his exploits.


The voice that greeted America that night was genteel, even kindly. But a discerning listener could detect underneath it the solid steel of a man used to privation and hardship—someone who had persevered and thrived through every trial.


By the end of the show, Edna was completely smitten. He seemed a man without ego or pretense. He did have an ego, but it was totally invested in his flying, not in what he took as superficial aspects of life, like money and prestige and fame.


So when Marion asked Edna if she was hungry, she suggested dinner at the Twenty-One Club. They headed to West Fifty-Second Street to one of the most unusual clubs in the area. During Prohibition, the place had been known as Jack and Charlie’s 21. It had been filled with secret passages and levers that would flip the counters and dump liquor down chutes into the city’s sewer system in case of a police vice raid. Later in the 1930s, the place became renowned as the storage facility for wine collections of A-list celebrities like Frank Sinatra and Ernest Hemingway.


John L., Dick, and the Grumman managers may have accompanied Marion and Edna to the club, but the two were so fixated on each other, they never mentioned those companions later. They spent dinner in their own bubble of conversation.
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