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PREFACE



SINCE THIS BOOK is written from the viewpoint of the Air Group 88 pilots, especially the last four men to die in the war, I faced what for me was the difficult task of casting Admiral William F. Halsey in the villain’s role. I have admired Halsey since my high school years, and in my later biography of the man I took pains to ensure a fair evaluation—hero during the first two years of the war, but flawed commander in the second half. Overall, though, I argued that his leadership from late 1941 to mid-1944 earned him a spot in the naval pantheon alongside John Paul Jones and George Dewey. This book required me to portray him as less heroic, because that is how the aviators of Air Group 88 saw him.


At the same time, Admiral Halsey was also the main influence in my writing this book. When researching his life for my biography, I was moved that the admiral made a point to urge that the final aviators to die in the war should never be forgotten. That remark stuck in my mind, and when thinking of an idea for my next book, I wondered if the experiences of those four fliers might produce a compelling story. I knew that if I could locate sufficient information on at least two of the four naval aviators, that I had the foundation for a book. Happily, I uncovered a vast amount of material—letters, official documents, reminiscences, interviews, and photographs—from the Hobbs and Mandeberg families, and additional information from the remaining two families. Combined with other official material from government records and from aviator recollections, I possessed all I needed to produce this book.


While the volume relates the accomplishments of Air Group 88—a collection of fighter, dive-bomber, and torpedo plane pilots aboard the USS Yorktown (CV-10)—while off the Japanese coast from July to October 1945, it is anchored by the experiences of those final four men to perish in the war. I thus see most of the action through their eyes and through the reactions of their families in the United States.


I need to clarify how I define the aviators as the last four men to die in the war. I use that description in the narrow sense that they were the last men killed while conducting a wartime mission. They lifted off the Yorktown during wartime, and they died during that mission. In no way do I mean to detract from the hundreds of thousands of World War II veterans who succumbed in the following decades from wounds suffered during the war. They are casualties of World War II every bit as much as are these four carrier pilots. This book simply relates the story of four men who perished while carrying out their orders during the final wartime action.


Many people deserve my thanks. The expansive Hobbs family in Kokomo, Indiana, freely opened their doors to me and shared Billy Hobbs’s diary, letters, flight log, and other mementos. So, too, did the Mandebergs on the West Coast, the Leviens in New York City, and the Reverend Robert Vrooman in New York State. Especially worthy of mention are Nancy Hobbs Exmeyer, the sister of Wright Hobbs, and Sonya Levien, Eugene Mandeberg’s fiancée. I was honored to interview Nancy and Sonya, who so deeply knew and loved two of the four aviators.


A special thanks goes to the Air Group 88 survivors who willingly gave their time to share their recollections during interviews. My sessions with them, either in person or by telephone, were highlights of my time researching this incredible story. The men include William Watkinson and Earl Godfrey of VF-88; Gerald Hennesy, Bernard Hamilton Jr., and Merald Woods of VBF-88; and Arthur Briggs of VB-88. The widows of two VF-88 aviators, Margaret Odom and Betty Proctor, were also helpful, as was John Haag, whose father, Lieutenant (jg) John Haag, flew with the fighting squadron.


Todd Cummins, executive director of the USS Yorktown Association, and his staff aboard the aircraft carrier at Patriots Point Naval & Maritime Museum in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, provided valuable aid in locating records and photographs of Air Group 88. My agent, historian, and most of all, friend, Jim Hornfischer, encouraged me at every step of the way, for this book and for every previous volume. In the process, he helped me attain a dream I had long held of writing books about the Pacific War. The comments of my editor at Da Capo Press, Robert Pigeon, improved the manuscript, and publicist Sarah Falter brought her stellar talents to promoting this book. Cartographer extraordinaire Jeffrey Ward designed the maps that accompany the text.


Two individuals who are no longer with us helped start my writing career. My writing mentor, Tom Buell, whose powerful biographies of Pacific commanders fueled my desire to write about that conflict, offered comments about my early writings—exhausting numerous red pens in the process—and put me in touch with people and organizations that furthered my career. My history adviser at the University of Notre Dame, Dr. Bernard Norling, mailed cogent comments on various topics in his lengthy single-spaced, typewritten letters. I owe much to these two amazing historians.


My family has been at my side throughout this decades-long literary quest. The pride in me exhibited by my daughters, Amy, Julie, and Karen, has made every moment of the writing process worthwhile. Their joy, in turn, has filtered down to the next generation, as my grandchildren, Matt, Megan, Emma, and Katie, text or telephone their joy at my accomplishments. The unquestioned support of my big brother, Tom, a naval aviator residing in San Diego, blends with the memory of my parents, Tom and Grace, and of my younger brother, Fred, to prod me to excellence. Terri Faitel, my companion of more than two decades—and the person to whom this book is dedicated—has as always added her incisive comments to the manuscript as well as offered her support. I am fortunate to have their encouragement, and I love them all.


John F. Wukovits


Trenton, Michigan


October 30, 2018















CHRONOLOGY



1943–1944


JUNE 1943 TO JULY 1944: Flight training for Wright Hobbs, Eugene Mandeberg, and other aviators-to-be.


1944


AUGUST 15: Commissioning of the first three squadrons: VF-88 at NAS Atlantic City, NJ; VB-88 at NAS Wildwood, NJ; VT-88 at NAS Quonset Point, RI.


AUGUST 19: VT-88 moves to NAAF Martha’s Vineyard, MA.


NOVEMBER 15: VF-88 moves to Otis Field.


DECEMBER 1: VB-88 moves to Otis Field.


DECEMBER 8–9: VT-88 moves to Otis Field.


DECEMBER 12: VB-88 reduced from 36 to 22 men.


1945


JANUARY 2: The fourth squadron, VBF-88, commissioned at Otis Field.


FEBRUARY 1–15: Air Group 88 moves to California.


FEBRUARY 20: Air Group 88 leaves the West Coast for Hawaii.


FEBRUARY 24: Air Group 88 arrives in Hawaii for training.


APRIL 30: Air Group 88 leaves for Saipan.


MAY 12: Air Group 88 arrives in Saipan for training.


JUNE 12: Air Group 88 leaves for the Philippines.


JUNE 16: Air Group 88 arrives in the Philippines.


JUNE 17: Air Group 88 joins the USS Yorktown (CV-10).


JULY 1: Air Group 88 leaves for Japan.


JULY 10: Air Group 88 attacks Tokyo-area airfields.


JULY 14–15: Air Group 88 attacks Hokkaido and Northern Honshu.


JULY 18: Air Group 88 attacks Nagato and Yokosuka Naval Base.


JULY 24–25: Air Group 88 attacks Kure Naval Base.


JULY 24: Ensign Edward Heck is rescued by a Dumbo aircraft in the Inland Sea.


JULY 25: Lieutenant Howard M. Harrison is rescued by a Dumbo aircraft in the Sea of Japan.


JULY 26: President Harry Truman and British prime minister Winston Churchill issue the Potsdam Declaration calling for Japan’s unconditional surrender.


JULY 28: Air Group 88 attacks Kure Naval Base and Honshu airfields.


JULY 30: Air Group 88 attacks Tokyo-area airfields and shipping.


JULY 30: Lieutenants (jg) Donald R. Penn and Henry J. O’Meara are rescued by a Dumbo aircraft in the Sea of Japan.


AUGUST 6: The United States drops an atomic bomb on Hiroshima.


AUGUST 9: The United States drops an atomic bomb on Nagasaki.


AUGUST 9–10: Air Group 88 attacks Hokkaido and Central Honshu.


AUGUST 13: Air Group 88 attacks Tokyo Plains Airfields.


AUGUST 15: Air Group 88 attacks Tokyo-area airfields; the war ends while Air Group 88 aviators prepare to attack Tokyo airfields; the final four men to die in the war are shot down and killed.


SEPTEMBER 2: Japanese officials sign the surrender document in a ceremony held aboard the USS Missouri (BB-63).


OCTOBER 1: The Yorktown and Air Group 88 leave Japan for the journey back to the United States.


OCTOBER 20: The Yorktown and Air Group 88 pass beneath the Golden Gate Bridge and arrive in the United States.













PART I



TO THE WAR















CHAPTER 1



“And Then Came the War”


Training for Combat, 1943–1944


ATLANTIC CITY’S CLARIDGE HOTEL boasted a proud heritage at the famed New Jersey resort center. Its twenty-four stories of rooms, restaurants, and shops dwarfed other structures that crowded the Boardwalk area by the ocean and stood as a landmark that attracted tourists by the score. Hotel management and workers had accommodated parties and functions for decades, from wedding receptions and family reunions to small gatherings of people seeking a restful weekend free from the burdens of everyday life.


The group that walked in on September 1, 1944, differed in crucial ways from its predecessors, however. Whereas most affairs featured an assortment of ages, youth prevailed among the sixty-eight uniformed naval officers who entered the establishment for their fighter squadron commissioning party. They were not there to celebrate a wedding or other joyous occasion, but to mark the origins of their air squadron and to embrace the realization that they would, within months, be posted to the Pacific, sent there to operate in the dangerous skies over Japan. Strafing enemy shipping, bombing oil refineries, and engaging Japanese Zeros—then the superior fighter aircraft of the war—in spectacular dogfights awaited this group of young officers, but from the laughter and joking that rose as they filed into the banquet room, an observer could never deduce the serious nature of the business that soon would be theirs.


Like all fighter pilots, they crowed of aerial feats to come and bragged that no enemy pilot was their equal. The younger and less experienced the aviator—and the more alcohol he ingested—the more boastful he became, for each had yet to learn what any veteran of the war could quickly explain: air combat is nothing to take lightly.


Fighting Squadron 88, like most Navy squadrons in the latter half of the war, featured a core of experienced aviators blended in with a mass of neophytes. The youngsters, like twenty-two-year-old Ensign Wright C. “Billy” Hobbs Jr., a Hoosier who grew up on an Indiana farm, or the fun-loving, cigar-chomping Lieutenant (jg) Joseph G. Sahloff from New York, so thin he was compared to Ichabod Crane, viewed the veterans with awe. Hobbs and the other newcomers wondered if they had the guts and skill to match Lieutenant (jg) Marvin R. Odom, who had only a few months earlier helped break up a formation of fifteen Japanese fighters and notched the first of his Pacific kills. Everyone discussed Lieutenant John P. Adams’s feats during the war’s first months, when he amassed two Navy Cross decorations—the Navy’s highest honor—and one Distinguished Flying Cross in combat over the Gilbert and Marshall Islands and in the crucial May–June 1942 Battles of the Coral Sea and Midway, where he destroyed two enemy aircraft.


This, however, was a time for fun, laughter, and above all, exaggeration. They knew that the United States had gained the upper hand in the Pacific, but in their opinion, victory was far from certain, at least until Fighting Squadron 88 arrived to settle the score. If anyone doubted their feelings, all one had to do was read the poem titled “Fighting Eighty-Eight,” a fitting ode to his squadron and to the men who would fly the planes into battle, written by Lieutenant Paul E. Williams and printed in that night’s program.




Fighting Hellcats riding high


Japs, come meet your fate


Other outfits, step aside


For Fighting Eighty-Eight.


Tojo’s pilots, one and all


Have hara-kiri dates


They’ve received the word that here


Comes Fighting Eighty-Eight.


Of this one thing you can be sure


That lead will perforate


The hide of every Jap who faces


Fighting Eighty-Eight.


Bombers and torpedo planes


Hurry, don’t be late


For your path will be cleared out


By Fighting Eighty-Eight.


And if St. Peter’s Angels have


All left the Pearly Gate


You’ll find them out there, flying wing


On Fighting Eighty-Eight.1





The squadron was a part of Air Group 88, a unit that would eventually comprise four squadrons. Ensigns Hobbs and Sahloff already exhibited some of that cocky attitude so prevalent among fighter pilots, whose task would be to clear the way for the squadron bombers and torpedo planes that followed them to the target. They would be the first to grapple with the enemy; they would be the first to engage Zeros and face Jap antiaircraft fire.


They were ready, they were eager, they were young.


“BILLY WAS BORN TO FLY”


Norman Rockwell, whose celebrated paintings depicted homespun America, would have felt right at home with Billy Hobbs and his family. Born August 15, 1922, to a farming family in Kokomo, Indiana, Billy Hobbs swam and fished in Little Wildcat Creek, which lazily meandered through the 160-acre Hobbs farm just outside of town. “We had sleds and would go on down the hill,” said Nancy Exmeyer, Billy Hobbs’s younger sister. “In the summertime we’d swim. We had a briar patch and a big woods.”


When the leaves turned golden and wintry temperatures turned the creek to ice, he and his siblings—three sisters and two brothers—donned skates and raced its length, although the shallow depth sometimes produced a choppy surface. Should the creek lose its allure, those nearby woods and its hidden secrets captured their fancy.


More importantly Billy’s parents, Wright Sr. and Hattie, fit the Rockwell scheme by fashioning a sheltered world for their children. “We had great parents,” added Exmeyer. “If someone today says I’m just like them, I say, ‘Thank you.’” They stressed the importance of treating people kindly and of developing good manners. Be good to people, keep your word, and work hard: those were the traits inculcated by the parents.


Kokomo residents knew the father through his work on hybridization of corn. Farsighted and inquisitive, he experimented in increasing the yield before anyone else in the area, and no one was surprised when his feats garnered notice in the local newspaper.


Since her husband spent most of his days in the fields, Hattie, like so many mothers, was the one who dealt with the everyday issues presented by Billy or one of his siblings. She dispensed the advice; she patched scraped elbows and bandaged cut fingers. She was especially close to Billy, her firstborn, even though she would never admit it, but the two developed a strong bond during Billy’s emergent years.


The Hobbs family escaped the worst ravages of the Great Depression because of the family farm. They experienced hardship—pretty much everyone in the Kokomo area suffered in the 1930s—but they fared better than their neighbors, with whom they frequently shared the bounties from their fields and from their collection of animals. “We’d give food to the neighbors who were hard off,” said Exmeyer. “Nothing fancy. Meat and potatoes. My parents gave to people, and gave and gave. When we were poor, there were others who were real poor.”


Billy, who shared one of the three bedrooms with his brothers while his parents and his sisters occupied the other two, exhibited his parents’ kindness and responsibility, and developed an interest in new challenges from his father. His siblings looked up to their well-mannered big brother as their role model, and they tried to emulate his politeness and friendliness. “Billy was always after us, for the best,” said Nancy Exmeyer. “He was pushing everyone. He wanted perfection, ever since he was a kid. He was friendly, courteous, and modest. There were times as a young girl I wished he wasn’t my brother, because he could be so strict, but Billy was a good big brother to have.”2


The student at West Middleton High School compiled above-average grades in his four years, excelling in physics, and helped his dad at the farm. Flashing a charming grin beneath blue eyes and a crop of brown hair, Hobbs liked the Talbert sisters and went out with other girls, but everyone at school and home knew what most grabbed his attention—flying. “Billy was born to fly,” said Nancy Exmeyer. “He knew he was going to fly. He just knew. He was always making the paper airplanes. We were only three-and-one-half miles from the airport, and he’d see those planes take off and land. We knew Billy was destined to fly. We knew.”3


Billy loved fashioning airplanes from almost anything, including matchboxes, and launched a stream of concoctions skyward, most of which gained minimal altitudes before crashing to the fields. The aerial antics of barnstorming pilots lifting off from nearby DeGrasse Airport so captivated the youth and further entrenched an affection for flying that some later believed Billy saw flying as his ticket out of the backbreaking labors and long hours of farming. After cashing his first paycheck working odd jobs while in high school, Billy snuck over to Clyde Shockley’s makeshift airfield, later named Ruzika Airport, not far from the farm and surreptitiously took flying lessons, keeping his antics hidden from his parents because he feared they would put an immediate halt to the activities. Exmeyer always suspected that Hattie knew what her son was up to, but said nothing to her husband to avoid any confrontation between father and son. “He got his pilot’s license before he ever got out of high school,” said Hobbs’s sister, Joyce Clelland. “He was slipping over and taking flying lessons all that time. Bill was really determined to fly. He had his pilot’s license before we all knew it.” Once he learned the rudiments of flying, Billy, eager for any opportunity to lift into the air, often traipsed to the airfield and took a plane up without first checking with Shockley.


Billy knew his path by the time he graduated from West Middleton High School in the spring of 1940. “And then here came the war,” said Clelland.4


“ONE SIMPLE MISTAKE WHEN FLYING COULD BE FATAL”


For more than a year, Billy grabbed the opportunity to fly whenever his work allowed. He continued his lessons and became one of the few Kokomo boys his age to solo in a plane. With the surprise Japanese attack against the Hawaiian naval base at Pearl Harbor, Billy’s thoughts, like those of so many of his former classmates, turned to the military. He and his buddies never questioned the choice; it was their duty, if physically able, to enter one of the military branches and help defend their nation. Nineteen-year-old Herbert Wood of Iowa, for instance, who would later join Hobbs in the same carrier air group, enlisted after watching newsreels of the war in his local theater.


The Army and Marine Corps stood as excellent options, but Billy Hobbs had his eye on only one choice—the air. In September 1942, he enlisted in the Navy’s V-5 Aviation Cadet program, which in the early stages of the war accepted males with a high school diploma. After successfully passing a battery of psychological and aptitude tests showing they possessed the skills to meet the Navy’s requirements, the Navy sent the hopefuls to local junior colleges or universities to begin four months of half a day’s instruction in mathematics, physics, navigation, and aerology and half a day of flying with an instructor. The lanky Hobbs, listed as 6′0″ tall and weighing 145 pounds on the Navy’s official entry card, thought that the Navy and its carriers offered enticing chances for him to keep flying, and even better, he did not have to leave Indiana for these initial months of training. He could fill his mornings and afternoons with aviation, yet be close enough to home that he could see family and friends, almost as if he were embarking on a trial run of what the military would be like. Hobbs understood that his chosen field of combat—the sky—brought risks that ground troops did not face, but he had the desire and the fortitude to accept the challenge.


Hobbs joined a group called the “Lombardiers,” a central Indiana naval aviation unit named after the late Carole Lombard, actress and wife of noted film star Clark Gable. The commanding officer invited Clark Gable to attend the induction ceremony to be held during halftime of the Kokomo-Logansport football contest, but Gable was unable to accept. Along with eighteen other Kokomo males, Hobbs was sworn in on October 16, 1942.


From that point, Hobbs’s instruction continued at Ball State Teachers College about fifty miles southeast of Kokomo. Navy instructors intensified the training for the civilian pilot trainees, cramming 240 hours of instruction into eight weeks, in addition to the flying based out of nearby Muncie Airport. Hobbs handily advanced through every stage of his instruction until, on January 18, 1943, he received a certificate from the Civil Aeronautics Administration naming him a student pilot. He was now ready for the next step—Naval Preflight School in California, followed by primary flight training at the Naval Air Station in Livermore, thirty miles east of San Francisco. Hobbs’s ties to Kokomo would remain strong, but they now stretched across the continent.


WITH BILLY HOBBS set to leave Kokomo for California, for the first time the war personally impacted the Hobbs family. Hattie’s worries over the welfare of her son intensified. “Mom and Dad didn’t want Billy to go into the service,” said Nancy Exmeyer. “Oh Lord, no! They were scared to death for him, but they knew he would have to go sooner or later. We weren’t surprised that Billy wanted to fly.”5


Billy reported to Naval Preflight School in June 1943, which one pilot labeled “the most dreaded and supposedly the toughest part of the training program.”6 Now formally under the aegis of a military organization, Billy and the young aviators-to-be spent the next three months learning the Navy’s procedures and rules. Half each day Hobbs and the group engaged in arduous physical training—calisthenics, running, and hiking over hills tested each person’s stamina, while sporting contests offered a spirit of competition to boys who wanted to match their skills against their fellow cadets.


Classes occupied the remainder of the days, where instructors hurled official terminology, military customs, saluting, close-order drill, aerology, navigation, and a hundred other items at Cadet Hobbs and the other overwhelmed candidates. Hobbs had to be able to identify every combat plane then in use, either by the United States or by one of her adversaries, and within a second recognize the aircraft from any angle. The instructors constantly reminded them that if they thought this was difficult now, in combat, where hesitation meant death, they would have no time to think about their foe.


They also had to master the series of training manuals offering advice about everything from how to handle an emergency landing in the ocean, to marksmanship and avoiding sharks. A booklet titled “There’s No Substitute for Marksmanship!” emphasized the need for accuracy and explained that “one blow gun which HITS is better than one 16-inch gun which MISSES.” Hobbs learned that “the plane is just a platform to get your guns up where you can hit the enemy hard and quickly,”7 and that to destroy a German or Japanese plane, he had to perfect the techniques of leading his target with his firing.


Should they be hit in combat and forced to make a landing in the ocean, “Dunking Sense” warned them that “the danger is that the plane will go over on its back, or nose down and dive.” The booklet cautioned to “be prepared for the sea to be a lot rougher than it appeared from aloft,” and when boarding the life raft, to use the lifeline and wriggle up over the side as nearly horizontal as possible rather than attempting to climb vertically, which could capsize the raft. Once inside, for protection from the sun, they should rub “exposed surfaces with any oily part of a raw fish, especially the fatty layers just under its skin.”


Hobbs and his fellow cadets took most of the advice to heart, but they wondered about the section that dealt with one of nature’s most feared predators—the shark. “Treat sharks with plenty of respect,” the booklet urged, and added that if “you do happen to go overboard or if the raft capsizes—splash and kick as much as you can while getting back aboard.”8


The booklet covering capture by an enemy seemed more helpful than any advice concerning sharks. Should they be taken prisoner, they were to give out only their name, rank, and serial number. However, the booklet warned, “the enemy has devised a bag of tricks that would probably extract information from a mummy.” The booklet added, “Your captors have one interest in you—to get information that will help them destroy your comrades and your home and family.” In words that Hobbs must have found naïve, if not comical, the booklet contended that “it isn’t hard to keep quiet, and it isn’t hard to escape. Actually, being captured is an excellent chance for you to pull off something pretty special.”9


Once Hobbs’s preflight training ended, he was sent to the Naval Air Station at Livermore east of San Francisco for primary training. One of those newer airfields hastily constructed after Pearl Harbor to train the overflow of pilot candidates that long-established and overcrowded fields could not handle, NAS Livermore’s one-square-mile rested amid fertile farmland surrounded by majestic hills. The military facilities, including barracks and athletic fields, contrasted with the bounties nature placed in the region, but wartime demands left little room for sentimentality. The Navy needed more airfields to train the thousands of men needed to finish the task of defeating the Germans in Europe and the Japanese in the Pacific.


Five stages of training, ranging from aircraft familiarization and navigation to combat techniques and formation flying, now tested Hobbs. An array of airborne exercises challenged everything he had learned about flying, as instructors who assumed Hobbs knew nothing of his craft asked him to execute rolls, loops, and other maneuvers, and then either approved his performance or handed him a “down.” If Hobbs received a down, he had to earn two “up” marks to move on. If not, he had to go before a board that would decide his fate. Scuttlebutt had it that at least half the cadets would wash out of the program and earn a speedy ticket out of Livermore.


Classroom instruction filled many of their morning schedules. Hobbs listened attentively when legendary Marine aviator Captain Joseph J. Foss—a Medal of Honor recipient for his flying feats over Guadalcanal in late 1942 and the United States’ leading ace with twenty-six kills—lectured the group on tactics. Billy considered Foss a role model and hoped to emulate him when he entered combat.


Within a few days of his June arrival, Hobbs was in the air with his instructor, learning how to fly an aircraft called the “Yellow Peril,” a name concocted from the brilliant yellow fabric that covered the biplane in hopes of making it easier to spot in the air and thus reduce the occurrence of accidents. Carrying both instructor and cadet in open cockpits, the N2S Stearman aircraft sported a 220-horsepower engine that produced a top speed of 124 miles per hour for the twenty-five-foot-long trainer. Like every other cadet, Hobbs prepared two parachutes for his June 18 flight—one for himself and a second for his instructor, a man named Holladay—climbed into the rear seat, and strapped himself in as the instructor, flying from the front seat, taxied down the runway. Once in the air, Holladay communicated with Hobbs through the gosport, a stethoscope-like tube attached to Hobbs’s ears through which he listened while Holladay spoke.


LIKE HOBBS, SINCE youth Lieutenant Gerald C. Hennesy wanted to be a fighter pilot. He read all the stories about the famed World War I flying aces, including American Eddie Rickenbacker, who gained fame shooting down German aircraft. “I admired their bravery and skill,” said Hennesy. Trying to emulate his heroes, Hennesy “did everything I could to make sure I was assigned to a fighter squadron.”10 Hennesy learned in primary flight training that when flying, a fighter pilot needed to be aware of everything occurring in the air space surrounding him, and that he had to be confident that he could best any foe he met in battle.


Some of the rawest cadets erred in thinking that, because they had not yet left the United States and entered the combat zone, they were somehow immune to dangers. They did so at their own peril, for dangers lurked above Indiana farms and California airfields, far from the sounds of war that reverberated thousands of miles from American shores.


“When I first started flight training I did lose a fellow student who was a friend of mine,” said Hennesy. “He was on a required training flight in a ‘Yellow Peril,’ an open-cockpit Stearman biplane. The object of the lesson was to practice what to do in the event of an engine failure. The instructor would cut the engine to simulate a failure and the student was to immediately push the joystick forward to nose down and keep air flying speed. My friend did this, but unfortunately he had not fastened his seat belt and was thrown out of the plane. Too close to the ground, his parachute was unable to fully open and he was killed. His death saddened me deeply, and the event brought into focus the realization that one simple mistake when flying could be fatal.”11


IN TWELVE JUNE days, Hobbs flew nineteen flights averaging ninety minutes each, including eleven solos, all in the “Yellow Peril.” Holladay and other instructors showed him how to land Navy style, which required the pilot to land with the tail down in a stall, and asked Hobbs to execute other maneuvers that required mastering before he could advance to the next phase of their training. Combat hovered in the distant future, but Hobbs had taken a step closer to that dogfight he so desired.



“BILLY, WHAT DOES THE MEDAL MEAN?”


Twenty miles northwest of Hobbs, Eugene Mandeberg, called Mandy by his friends but Eugene by his parents, experienced similar training. Some in his family thought that the military and air combat were awkward companions for the quiet, studious native of Detroit, Michigan, who loved to make people laugh, not by telling jokes but with clever comments about people and actions he observed. Contemplation, books, and writing were his tastes, but like Hobbs, Mandeberg placed his future on hold to don a uniform and fight for his country. Whereas Hobbs selected a fighter because of the one-on-one thrill of aerial action, Mandeberg held a deeper motivation. He told his brother, Mitchell, that he did not want to be responsible for anyone else’s life, as he would be if he were to pilot a dive-bomber or torpedo plane containing a rear seat gunner. In a fighter, he alone would suffer the consequences of his actions.


No one in his family was surprised that Eugene had given part of his free time at preflight school at St. Mary’s College east of San Francisco to editing the post newsletter, The Eaglet, for he had always loved writing. While most of his high school classmates had assumed he would join his father in running the successful family furniture business, Mandeberg, who took his Jewish faith seriously, turned to writing, where he could express his views on society’s ills. “He was very witty,” said his niece, Jean Mandeberg. “He was a promising writer. He was hired by the University of Michigan’s newspaper, Michigan Daily, to do a column. He had a social conscience. His stories were ahead of his time.”12 Before being called into the service, he and his cousin, Michael, had put down a deposit on a loft in lower Manhattan so that Mandeberg could pursue his love of writing and Michael hone his painting skills.


While he studied flying and combat techniques, the newsletter allowed him to indulge his more academic pursuits. Mandeberg crafted such crisp submissions that a caption underneath a photo of Eugene called him “an excellent organizer and writer” who had produced “splendid feature articles.”13


Mandeberg always had a penchant for profiling the ills of society. In 1940 and 1941 he penned a series of articles for Michigan Daily profiling bigotry and government abuses. He attacked a suggested plan to remove aliens from factories making war materials, claiming that those people would have difficulty finding new jobs and asserting that “these people are human beings, even if they are not citizens; even if they have foreign names.” In an article titled “Bringing Up Nazis,” Eugene attacked parents who shunned their basic responsibilities and failed to properly raise their children. In another article, “Anti-Strike Legislation—Is It Fair to Labor?,” he took the less-popular path in suggesting that if the government adopted anti-strike laws to ensure an uninterrupted flow of armaments from defense industries, that it had an inherent duty to pass “parallel laws regulating the manufacturers employing these men who cannot strike.”14


Before entering the military, Mandeberg wrote stories that he hoped to place in national magazines. He railed against prisoners being held on death row, only later to be found innocent of their crimes; about the owner of a hamburger joint who refused service to an Italian American because of the man’s heritage; and about a town council that debated minor issues while ignoring a proposal to pass a widow’s pension for an elderly woman in financial difficulty. “Mrs. Holmes… who the hell is she?” asked one council member when he saw her name on the agenda.15


In his 1940 story “Private Party,” detailing a fictional lynching in Georgia of a black man accused of raping a white woman, Mandeberg crafted a bitter attack against bigotry. Even though the whole town knew the accuser was lying, a mob dragged the man from jail, hanged, and burned him. The story ended when the narrator, Ralph Hudson, a man who opposed the lynching, asked one of the participants, “How can you do that to a man?” The man replies, “Why, Hudson, he isn’t a man—he’s a nigger.”16


One short story Eugene wrote before entering the military suggested that, with war clouds gathering, the serene young man had already pondered what he might one day soon be asked to do. Titled “First Leave,” the story highlighted a young soldier named Billy, who returned home after completing training camp, proudly wearing his uniform, from which hung a shiny medal.


“Billy, what does the medal mean?” his mother asked.


“Mean? It means that I hit the bull’s-eye more times than anybody else,” replied Billy. “It means that I can shoot faster and better than most fellas.”


“You mean you can kill more men than the other boys.”


“Oh mother, please. This is only range shooting. I’m not killing anybody.”


“But you know how, don’t you Billy? They even gave you a medal for it.”


“Mom, I told you. We were only shooting at targets.”


Later, after Billy retired to his room, the mother tiptoed up, peered in, and saw her son rubbing the medal with his sleeve to increase its shine. The mother turned away, crying softly, and muttered to herself, “Oh dear God, he doesn’t understand, he doesn’t understand.”17


The themes foreshadowed what Eugene and his loved ones were about to experience. They also illustrated that while Billy Hobbs viewed the war as an opportunity to fly, Eugene Mandeberg considered it his duty to combat evil.


IN MID-1943, THE pace intensified for both Hobbs and Mandeberg. On the final two days of July, Hobbs advanced from the biplane, which reminded people of World War I flying days, to the monoplane trainer, an N2T Tutor aircraft, nicknamed the “Tiny Timm” after the plane’s manufacturer, Otto Timm. The open-cockpit monoplane still held an instructor and cadet like the “Yellow Peril,” but its plastic-bonded plywood created a material that was stronger and lighter than traditional plywood. Until he soloed in a single-seater, however, when he alone could control the aircraft, Hobbs would not feel he had truly joined the community of naval aviators.


With a last flight on September 7, Hobbs was at last ready for his next stop, NAS Corpus Christi, where he would learn gunnery and combat techniques and become familiar with more technologically advanced aircraft than the trainers with which he had begun. While some men joined Hobbs in Corpus Christi, Mandeberg and others traveled to NAS Melbourne in Florida. Whether in the sunshine of Florida or Texas, Hobbs and Mandeberg were about to learn how to take an aircraft into combat and turn what the Wright Brothers had envisioned as a boon to society into a military platform capable of inflicting death.


“I’M NO LONGER A VIRGIN, IN GUNNERY”


The sultry Corpus Christi climate failed to dampen Billy Hobbs’s enthusiasm as instructors emphasized the traits of a successful combat pilot. They told the cadets that if they wished to pit their talents against a skilled German or Japanese pilot, they must keep physically fit to better withstand the rigors of flying in combat, and must know the strengths and weaknesses of their foe’s airplanes. They stressed that they had to be aware of everything around them in the sky, and able to instantly recognize an aircraft as friend or foe. They repeatedly emphasized that they must so completely comprehend everything about a plane that they could fly it without thinking, as if they and their aircraft were one entity. Finally, instructors told the initiates that, starting here in Corpus Christi or Melbourne, they had to develop a killer temperament in the air, for an enemy pilot who escaped one encounter might later return to kill either them or their buddies.


Any hopes of immediately leaping into a combat-ready plane dissipated when they stepped behind the controls of the two-seater SNV trainer built by Vultee Aircraft. Hobbs, Mandeberg, and the other cadets so detested the irritating shaking of the canopy at high speeds that they nicknamed the trainer the “Vultee Vibrator.”


From mid-September through November, Hobbs and Mandeberg flew the SNV the first four times with an instructor before soloing in the new trainer. They and their classmates flew planes over the Gulf of Mexico, handing Hobbs and Mandeberg their initial experiences of navigating over water, a trickier skill than flying over land that was partly designed to prepare them for carrier operations.


“Had a big morning flying today,” Mandeberg wrote his parents from his post at NAS Melbourne, Florida. “First we went up to 25,000 feet on an oxygen hop and played around up there. Then we went up again, only to 10,000 feet this time, and chased tails for an hour. It was good exercise.” In a sign that Mandeberg was beginning to master the ability to scrutinize the sky, he added, “I can now look six different ways at once. Very good training.”18


Hobbs was ecstatic that, at last, he was beginning to experience what he considered something akin to combat flying. In Corpus Christi, he was gaining insight that would enable him to challenge German Messerschmitts in Europe or Japanese Zeros in the Pacific. As young as Hobbs then was, he saw only the glamour of flying while overlooking the risks of piloting a combat plane. The inherent dangers became evident when Hobbs and Mandeberg had to sit in the cockpit and, accompanied by the instructor, fly the SNV with the cockpit covered with a canvas hood. The exercise was designed to simulate those times in the air when, due to cloud cover or darkness, the pilot had to resort to instrument flying, during which the unskilled aviator tended to rely on instinct or what he thought he saw instead of trusting the information from his instrument panel. Stories had already circulated of those pilots who, while flying in thick clouds, ignored their gauges and wound up flying straight into the ground.


Another cadet at Corpus Christi at the same time, James W. Vernon, said that “instrument flying strained my mind and emotions. I flew in the rear cockpit of the Vibrator under a canvas hood that shut out all sight of land and sky.” Blind to what was outside while under the hood, the pilots were forced to abandon their instincts and trust their instruments, which Vernon described as “the eyes of unfriendly beasts.” After a few attempts the cadets shed their fears of leaning on metallic devices and, as Vernon wrote, “I learned to believe what the instruments indicated and to ignore my body sensations, because they lied.”19


Night flying and purposely putting the trainer into dives and stalls joined instrument flying in testing the skills and courage of the cadets. Accidents became so common at Barin Field, one of Hennesy’s training fields thirty miles west of Pensacola, that cadets relabeled the strip “Bloody Barin.”20 Consequently, Hobbs was happy to log in his flight book that in November he had passed both instrument flying and radio use.


Hobbs and Mandeberg advanced closer toward combat flying when they graduated from the “Vultee Vibrator” to the more solidly-constructed all-metal SNJ Texan, a monoplane that, unlike the Vultee, looked similar to a fighter and contained many of the same features that American fighter aircraft possessed. The plane helped cadets transition from biplanes to monoplanes, and, with retractable landing gear and two forward-firing .30-caliber guns, introduced gunnery to Hobbs and the others. Vernon claimed the switch from monoplanes to biplanes was “like swapping a jackass for a mustang,” and that “fun flying had returned after all those dreary hours under the instrument hood.”21


An instructor accompanied Hobbs on his first three flights in the SNJ before the Indiana aviator soloed on January 9, 1944. In the coming weeks, the focus of training switched from basic piloting to gunnery. Firing paint-tipped bullets at a fabric sleeve towed by another plane—different colored paint allowed each cadet to determine how many times he hit his mark—Hobbs and Mandeberg pitted their ability to hit the targets against that of their classmates. One by one, the aviators charged the sleeve, and rather than trying to point the guns at the target and pulling the trigger, they aimed the entire plane, determined the distance to the target, the speed at which the tow plane moved through the air, and the point at which the bullets would intercept the sleeve. Cadet Herbert Wood said that it was much like hunting birds with a shotgun or throwing a touchdown pass to a receiver dashing down the field. “You don’t point the gun at the bird because, if you do, the bird is ten feet ahead of it. You fire ahead of it and, when the shot gets there, it hits the bird.”22 Instructors warned that their lives in combat depended on their becoming so skilled in gunnery that they could hit the sleeve with one short burst rather than wasting bullets and running out of ammunition.


The energy level rose as the cadets approached their first attempts at using their airplane as a combat weapon. “And tomorrow we start gunnery,” Mandeberg wrote to his parents from Melbourne. “That’s the biggest part of the flight program. It ought to be fun.” Mandeberg so enjoyed his initial runs at a sleeve that he joked in a letter to his mother, “Everything is fine here. I got some hits in gunnery, so I’m no longer a virgin,” and then to allay her fears quickly added, “in gunnery.”23


As they neared the end of training at Corpus Christi, Mandeberg, who had been moved from Melbourne to the Texan airfield, and Hobbs flew solo most of the time. Hobbs’s final eighteen flights, occurring in nine days near the end of March 1944, led to the day every cadet awaited—being commissioned as ensigns and receiving their wings as Navy aviators. On April 1 a proud Billy Hobbs accepted certificates stipulating that he had passed the test in instrument flying in single-engine planes, a card naming him as a naval aviator, and most importantly, the wings he could attach to the uniform he would now wear as a naval ensign.


Notices appeared in the Kokomo Tribune and in the local newspapers of every newly commissioned ensign. “Eugene Esmond Mandeberg, son of Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Mandeberg,… has been commissioned an ensign in the United States Naval Reserve, from the Naval Air Training Center, at Corpus Christi, Tex.,” announced the Detroit Free Press on April 11, 1944.24


Now officially a part of the Navy, the former cadets listed their top three choices for aircraft. Hobbs and Mandeberg placed fighters as their top choices. Once they learned the aircraft in which they would continue their training, Hobbs and Mandeberg would move to the final phase of preparation before joining the fleet for either European or Pacific combat.


“I WOULD RATHER SIT MY HIND END IN AN F6F”


Operating out of the next post, NAS Miami, was the closest to experiencing combat conditions Hobbs and Mandeberg would have without leaving the United States. In southern Florida, their time flying in trainers had ended. From here on, the newly commissioned ensigns would practice with the same fighters, dive-bombers, or torpedo planes that currently battled Hitler’s forces in Europe and the Japanese in the Pacific.


Before traveling to Miami, Hobbs enjoyed a few days back home, feasting on Hattie’s cooking and meeting hometown friends. After an all too brief break, on April 6 Hobbs packed his suitcase and said his goodbyes. Among the items he took was a new diary with the inscription, “Presented to Ensign Wright Hobbs, From Mother & Dad, April 6, 1944.”25 Hattie and Wright hoped that their son would fill the blank pages with his actions and thoughts as he completed training and left the United States for the combat zone.


Hobbs had a busy first week in Miami. “Arrived here at N.A.S. Miami today. Like it very much,” he entered in his diary on April 8. Hobbs was selected as squadron leader three days later, one day before beginning five days of ground school. “Went to ground school all day. Very boring,” he wrote on April 12. He enjoyed examining the Douglas SBD-5 Dauntless aircraft, the Navy’s main dive-bomber for the first three years of the war, adding in his diary, “Had ground check-out on SBD-5. Looks like a rugged plane but can’t tell til I fly it.” On April 16 Hobbs, accompanied by an instructor, piloted that plane for the first time, one day before taking the same aircraft up in his first solo. “Had first dual hop in SBD today,” he wrote of that flight. “Nice plane but rather slow.”26 Hobbs sought speed, and while the SBD might boast an enviable war record, he preferred to fly in a single-seater fighter.


Hobbs’s correspondence from Miami with his parents differed from the letters he mailed to his siblings, especially his brother, Henry. While shielding Hattie from the risks he faced in training, he divulged more to Henry. “Have been flying some and going to ground school a lot,” he wrote Hattie from Miami. “Also been having some pretty tough swimming classes. They have a pretty tough course here but it is under such pleasant surroundings and conditions that a fellow doesn’t mind it.”27


Knowing that Henry would keep certain details from his parents, Billy discussed the hazards of flying. “I will give you the word on the SBD-5 (that is what we are flying),” he wrote on May 6. “She is a rugged air plane, but slow as all hell as compared to the Jap fighters. It really hustles a fellow to get 225 M.P.H. with a 500# bomb and a full load of gas. The rate of climb is very slow. We heard that when the Japs see the SBD’s coming, they get out all the B-B guns they can find.” Billy at least loved the speed the SBD achieved when making near vertical dives. “If anybody asks how fast a plane I am flying just say I did 455 M.P.H. That was nearly straight down from 18,000 feet.” While admitting the plane’s defects, Billy also wagered he would not have to take one into combat. “There is no doubt that I will fly either a Helldiver [Curtiss SB2C Helldiver dive-bomber eventually replaced the SBD] or F6F [Grumman F6F Hellcat fighter, the Navy’s principal fighter aircraft] in the fleet. Both are darn good planes. I would rather sit my hind end in an F6F. They are so easy to handle.”28


Though divulging to Henry that he, like every other naval aviator, daily faced peril, Hobbs continued to sanitize his letters to Hattie. “We (Briggs & I) are going up for a high-altitude oxygen flight in a few minutes,” he wrote Hattie in a letter that marginally hinted at the dangers. “We go up to about 20,000 feet. It is more or less to get us used to using our oxygen equipment. In case anybody passes out, our gunners can take over.”29


Diary entries from April 28 to May 2 again referred to the hazards of his occupation. “Started on a navigation hop but was forced to turn back,” he recorded in one of the entries. He admitted that on the second of two gunnery flights, he “got lost from tow plane on the last hop,” and that on April 29 he “nearly got killed today. Engine quit on take-off.”30


The most perilous portion of training proved to be the exercise called field carrier landing practice, where the ensigns had to land their planes on fields on which were marked the outlines of aircraft carrier decks. Lieutenant (jg) Odom asserted that “I was scared to death all the time” at setting down on a small patch of land bordered on both sides by trees. With the signal officer standing along the runway relaying signals indicating if the plane was in the proper position, “We used to do that for hours on end. Day in. Day out.”31


Hobbs found an outlet from the rigors of flying in dancing, nightclubs, and females. He spent some evenings with Mary Glynn, a local girl he had met on April 14. “Was out to Colonial Club with Mary last nite,” he entered in his diary. “Nice time.” On a date with Mary a few days later, he “did O.K. Met her sister who is quite fast.” He also dated a girl he referred to as “CM,” and two days later accompanied Anne McDonald and Kathy Morcott to the “5 O’Clock Club.” Later in the month, he “went out to Surf Club in afternoon with Kathy & CM. Hit Kitty Davis that night. Had one hell of a time.”32 Hobbs referred to a popular Miami Beach nightclub owned by a woman named Kitty Davis and her husband that catered to the burgeoning number of naval aviators posted to the area. She was so renowned in southern Florida that Hobbs left with an autographed photo of Davis and the ensign sitting at one of the tables.


“Say, what do you mean, kidding me about drinking rum,” he wrote to brother Henry in May. “That blonde didn’t even drink any. Another couple did all that drinking. My gal wouldn’t drink, wouldn’t dance, but was really built so I figured she might do the other thing (you can guess what that was) so that is what we did. Ain’t I a bad boy!”


Commenting on his social life was not the only boasting Hobbs did to his brother. He also bragged about what he would do once he reached the combat zone. When he learned that Henry had failed the physical examination to enter the military, he consoled his brother. “Mother told me about you not passing your physical. Now Hen don’t feel too darn bad. I think if I get out there, I can do enough damage to do both of us.”33


Hobbs hit the dating jackpot on May 23, when he met a girl named Page Du Pre. Captivated by the vivacious female, he spent every possible moment with her. “I had a lovely evening with Page Du Pre,” he recorded in his diary on that first night. “I never enjoyed myself more in all my life.” Hobbs could not be certain, but he had met the girl who might one day become a major part of his life. “Perhaps I will realize more.”34


THEIR RELATIONSHIP WOULD have to be from long distance, though. The next month the Navy sent Hobbs to Naval Station Great Lakes near Chicago, where he and other ensigns would qualify for carrier landings. The Navy had converted two Great Lakes sidewheel passenger vessels into modified aircraft carriers, the USS Sable (IX-81) and the USS Wolverine (IX-64), solely to train officers like Hobbs in conducting their first landings aboard a carrier. Hobbs had to make eight landings aboard the Sable to qualify, and in the unnerving initial run, from above the Sable appeared to Hobbs as small as a postage stamp. Other ensigns washed out because they could never master the delicate art of setting a plane down on a carrier deck, but Hobbs successfully completed his eight landings to earn his qualification on June 15, 1944.


Now a qualified carrier pilot, Hobbs received a fifteen-day leave to visit family. He had left his hometown as a civilian on his way to training, but returned to Kokomo an ensign, replete in shiny uniform bearing the wings of a naval aviator. He had to pack as much fun as possible into his two weeks, as a new air group was about to form that would take Billy Hobbs, Eugene Mandeberg, and other aviators to war.















CHAPTER 2



“Kids Jerked Right Out of High School”


Air Group 88 Takes Form, 1944


TO DATE HOBBS and Mandeberg had only been training for war, gaining the skills and confidence in an aircraft, but as part of an air group it was now time to put into action all the information they had absorbed over the last year or more.


The naval air group to which the pair would be assigned differed greatly from those that existed during the early portions of the war. In 1942 and 1943, when the United States had no choice but to slow the Axis advances in Europe and in the Pacific, the typical carrier air group featured four squadrons—fighter, bomber, and torpedo squadrons—comprising upward of one hundred planes. By the middle of 1944, the configuration changed as conditions, especially in the Pacific, altered. Naval air enthusiasts claimed that faster, newer enemy aircraft had made obsolete the older and slower Helldiver dive-bombers and Avenger torpedo planes, and that an aircraft carrier could be better utilized if it bore mostly fighters and fighter-bombers. With the advent of the kamikaze aircraft in October 1944, the United States reduced the number of dive-bombers and torpedo planes to make room for more of the superb F6F Hellcat fighters and F4U Corsair fighter-bombers.


Unlike the carrier’s day-to-day crew, which remained with the vessel as long as she was operational, air groups typically spent about six months in combat before being reassigned home, where they would become the nuclei of newer squadrons then forming for war. The mixture of experienced and untested fliers, such as Hobbs and Mandeberg, avoided the calamities that occurred earlier in the war when, by necessity, the United States had to send squadrons of inexperienced pilots against war-honed enemy fliers. In 1944, Hobbs and Mandeberg would benefit from the wisdom of men who had already encountered enemy aircraft and could impart lessons more valuable than training-manual dictates.


Air Group 88, the unit to which Hobbs and Mandeberg were assigned, was formed and commissioned at the Naval Air Station, Atlantic City, New Jersey, on August 15, 1944, Hobbs’s twenty-second birthday. “What a birthday!” he wrote in his aviation log that day, expressing excitement that he had joined a unit that would within half a year, after completing advanced training as an air group, be on its way to combat.1 While he had no preference whether he would wind up in Europe or the Pacific—he simply wanted to put his flying talents against those of a foe—Hattie implored the heavens that the Navy would send her son to Europe, where the naval forces played a less prominent role than their Army brethren and where her son would be less likely to suffer injury or death. She followed the war’s progress in her hometown newspaper, the Kokomo Tribune, and knew of the rape of Nanking, the Bataan Death March, and other Japanese atrocities. The last place she wished for her son to serve was in the Pacific against what everyone on the home front considered a merciless enemy. She prayed that his training, which had been conducted primarily in the eastern half of the United States, indicated that his unit would be earmarked for Europe instead of the more distant and seemingly more brutal Pacific.


Hobbs stood at attention with the other aviators of Air Group 88 as the commissioning ceremony unfolded. Their chief officer, Commander S. S. Searcy Jr., was, according to naval custom, a fighter pilot. In the coming months he would direct the unit’s actions and, hopefully, create an esprit de corps that would turn disparate elements into a cohesive air group capable of handling anything that came its way, both in training and in combat. Three squadron leaders—one each for the fighter, bomber, and torpedo squadrons—would execute his commands and begin the process of transforming the men into a skilled, confident group of aviators.


In his talk to the fliers, Commodore Gordon Rowe, Commander Fleet Air, emphasized that their success in war depended on the effort they now expended during air group training. He stressed that if they came together now and learned to function as a coordinated air group, not only would they become a well-oiled war machine whose effectiveness in combat would be assured, but they would also heighten their chances of returning to loved ones.


In his brief talk, Commander Searcy ended all debate as to their final destination by emphasizing “the size of the task that had yet to be accomplished in the Pacific in war against the Japanese.”2 Hattie’s prayers would go unanswered, but Billy had to stifle his excitement because in the Pacific, where aircraft carriers had emerged as the nation’s principal naval weapon, he was all but certain to engage enemy pilots. Hobbs was first posted to the bomber squadron, but when within two weeks that unit was slashed from thirty-six planes to twenty-four so that the fighting squadron could be expanded, included among the aviators shifted to the fighting squadron was Billy Hobbs.


He related to the fighting squadron’s demeanor. The other aviators possessed the same confidence in their skills as he did, and wanted nothing more than to finish their training and join other fighter pilots in the combat zone. They exuded that spirit when the fighting squadron gathered at Atlantic City’s Claridge Hotel on September 1 for the commissioning party, when Hobbs and his companions boasted that Fighting Squadron 88 (VF-88) was the top unit around and that the Japanese had best be wary when VF-88 arrived in the Pacific.


“THOSE POOR YOUNG GUYS”


It was easy to strut around and show their feathers while still in the United States, though. They had to earn their stripes in combat, something that more than 80 percent of the Air Group had yet to accomplish. Mostly naval reserves instead of regular Navy, the aviators and the aircrewmen of Air Group 88 painted a cross-section of America. The torpedo squadron’s (VT-88) history claimed that their members came from every walk of life and were “for the most part kids jerked right out of high school, not old enough to vote, yet old enough to fly a torpedo plane right into the heart of the Japanese Empire.”3 The same could be said of Hobbs’s fighting squadron (VF-88) and of the bomber unit (VB-88).


The newcomers had every reason to be confident in a squadron that purposely mixed the inexperienced pilots with combat-tested men. Hobbs could turn to the squadron’s executive officer, Lieutenant Malcolm W. Cagle, a 1941 graduate of the Naval Academy who served for two years in destroyers before becoming a flight instructor back in the States. Many called Cagle the best pilot of the bunch.


Lieutenant (jg) Marvin R. Odom, called “Odie” by his squadron members, loved to share humorous anecdotes, especially when accompanied by his close friend, Ensign Leonard Komisarek, called “Komo.” The two could go on endlessly about their exploits ashore or while in the air, but Odom had already scraped with fifteen Japanese planes in the South Pacific, shooting down one aircraft moments before his own Hellcat coughed and sputtered smoke from an enemy’s guns. He safely landed in the water—one of the two times he had to make an emergency landing in the ocean, before a destroyer picked him up.


He could consult with Lieutenant (jg) William T. Watkinson, who entered the Navy immediately after the attack on Pearl Harbor because he wanted to avenge what the Japanese had done to his country. After being trained in North Carolina by Gerald Ford, a future United States president, Watkinson served as a test pilot, checking out new aircraft before they were handed over for active service. The prototype image of a maverick flier, Watkinson “did a lot of things I wasn’t supposed to. I flew under every New York bridge on the East River.” By 1944 Watkinson had so proved his skill with an airplane that he had been selected to fly night fighters, usually reserved for the premier pilots as the task required them to take off and land on aircraft carriers in total darkness. Before he went into action with Air Group 88, Watkinson had amassed more than three times the hours in the air as had Hobbs and the other inexperienced aviators, whom Watkinson called “those poor young guys.” Despite being surrounded by novices, “I didn’t worry about having inexperienced pilots along with me on my missions because I focused on my job, not them.”4


Hobbs tried to emulate the movements of Lieutenant John P. Adams, a gifted combat pilot from Richmond, Virginia, who had already been awarded one Distinguished Flying Cross for actions against Japanese installations in the Marshall and Gilbert Islands in January 1942, and two Navy Crosses—after the Medal of Honor the highest recognition for valor in the Navy. In the May 1942 Battle of the Coral Sea, Adams ignored thick antiaircraft fire and dove low to charge an enemy gunboat and destroyer, both of which he damaged, and to attack a Japanese aircraft carrier. A month later during the Battle of Midway Adams ignored his own carrier’s five-inch shells to defend the vessel from Japanese attack, shooting down one torpedo plane and damaging a second.


Chicago, Illinois, native Lieutenant (jg) Robert S. Willaman had earned a Distinguished Flying Cross for flying forty-six missions over enemy territory in the Solomons; Lieutenant Robert L. De Veer of the torpedo squadron (VT-88) had sunk a Japanese transport while operating out of Munda in the Solomons; and Aviation Machinist’s Mate 1/c Enoch P. Tarsilia had received an Air Medal for strafing the conning tower of a German U-boat off North Africa. The bombing squadron boasted Lieutenant Edward T. La Roe, Lieutenant James P. Young, and Lieutenant (jg) Vincent B. Tibbals, the recipients of Air Medals for actions over Rabaul.


The aviators had supreme confidence in the Air Group leader, Commander Searcy, a man of unquestioned fearlessness who had already skippered a squadron in Pacific combat aboard the escort carrier USS Natoma Bay (CVE-62). The men assigned to command the Air Group’s three squadrons brought solid, even spectacular, resumes. Lieutenant Commander Joseph E. Hart of VB-88 was reputed to be a hard-nosed officer of immense flying ability, and the torpedo squadron’s Lieutenant Commander James C. Huddleston, who preferred to lead without fanfare, was labeled by the unit’s official report for the early training period “the hottest glide bomber in the squadron.” The report added, “We all consider ourselves extremely fortunate to have such a completely sound fellow out in front.”5


One man, though, towered above the rest. He made an indelible impression the first time he addressed his pilots. The officer walked into the room where he had asked the members of VF-88 to gather, stepped confidently to the front with a swagger stick under one arm, and began to speak. “My name is Richard Crommelin,” said the Naval Academy graduate. “You can call me Skipper.” His natural ease in talking to the men cut any tension that may have existed and made the young aviators like Hobbs, who realized that they could approach their new commander without hesitation, understand that they had someone special. “I knew he’d be fine to work with,” said Lieutenant (jg) Bernard I. Hamilton Jr. of VF-88’s commander.6


Crommelin came by it naturally. He and his four brothers, Navy all, had so often distinguished themselves in Pacific encounters that newspaper articles had spread their names across the nation. “Oh, yes, we know the five Crommelin brothers,” said one official at the naval hospital in Bethesda, Maryland, to Time magazine in January 1944. “One or the other of them always seems to be getting shot up.”7


Four of the five Alabama brothers became naval aviators, while the fifth commanded a destroyer squadron. Richard and his siblings—John, Henry, Charles, and Quentin—had all graduated from Annapolis, and their exploits garnered praise not only in Time magazine, which had labeled the quintet “The Indestructibles,” and in hundreds of newspapers, but also in comic books. In a piece titled “The Dixie Demons,” one comic book mentioned, “Whether it’s a stick of bombs smearing the Japs at Rabaul—or a trim-winged Grumman riddling a Zero—or a destroyer laying down a pre-invasion barrage—you can be certain that at least one of the Crommelin brothers had a hand in it! Virtually a ‘One-Family Navy,’ these five fighting officers have blasted their way through every major battle in the Pacific—vying with each other in piling up both wounded and decorations!”8


The oldest, John G. Crommelin Jr., born in 1902, graduated from the Naval Academy in 1923. As the ship’s executive officer aboard the USS Enterprise (CV-6), John saw action in the June 1942 Battle of Midway. He later participated in the brutal naval slugfests in the waters about Guadalcanal, earning the appellation “Bomb Run John” for his aggressive tactics in commanding carrier-based dive-bombers. While serving as the chief of staff aboard the escort carrier USS Liscome Bay (CVE-56), John was badly burned when a Japanese submarine torpedoed and sank the ship off Makin Island in November 1943, during the invasion of the Gilbert Islands. The injured officer made his way through the blazing carrier to the flight deck, jumped overboard, and was rescued by a destroyer.


Henry C. Crommelin graduated from the Naval Academy two years after John. As commander of a destroyer division during the November 1943 invasion of Tarawa, Henry was awarded the Silver Star when he moved his ships dangerously close to Betio islet to knock out enemy shore batteries. He later participated in the October 1944 Battle of Leyte Gulf.


The third brother, Charles, Naval Academy Class of 1931, gained fame as a fighter pilot in the Pacific. He earned a Distinguished Flying Cross for action over the Japanese-held Marcus Island in August 1943, and was severely wounded in November near the Marshall Islands when, while leading a strafing attack, antiaircraft fire ripped into his plane and propelled hundreds of tiny glass and metal particles into his face and body. Blinded in one eye and covered with blood, Charles miraculously made it back to his carrier and eventual evacuation to a naval hospital. When he arrived in Pearl Harbor, Charles convinced the ambulance attendants to stop at the officers’ club, where the injured officer walked to the bar and ordered a drink. “I just wanted to show those kids that it’s not so tough to be shot up,” he later said.9


From the Academy’s Class of 1941, Richard’s fourth sibling, Quentin, served aboard the USS Saratoga (CV-3), off Guadalcanal in August 1942. Later in the war he led Corsair squadrons against the Japanese.


The VF-88 skipper had tough acts to follow, but he stamped his mark on the service with the same firm imprint as his brothers. A graduate of the Naval Academy Class of 1938, Crommelin served aboard the USS Yorktown (CV-5) in 1942. While with that carrier, he shot down two Japanese Zeros in the May 1942 Battle of the Coral Sea, before Japanese bullets damaged his plane and forced him to ditch in the sea. With his brother John not far away, Crommelin also fought in the Battle of Midway, an action that resulted in his Yorktown being sunk but which saw Crommelin help disrupt an attack by eighteen enemy aircraft. For his valor in both battles, Crommelin was awarded a pair of Navy Crosses, becoming one of a few men so honored and an officer marked for fast advancement up the chain of command.


They had an apt teacher in Lieutenant Commander Richard G. Crommelin. He had been through what they were about to experience. He had faced the fears, the doubts, and the exhilaration they were about to encounter, exuding bravery, charisma, decency, and leadership in the process. He could impart to them the lessons he picked up in the South Pacific and at Midway. The newcomers had much to learn, information that could help save their lives, but with Crommelin as their guide, Hobbs and the other young aviators figured their chances for survival had improved.


“ANY TIME YOU GO UP, IT’S A RISK”


After being transferred from the bombing squadron to Crommelin’s VF-88, Hobbs began flying the fighter that he would take into battle, the F6F Hellcat. He took a Hellcat up with the squadron for the first time near the end of August, and fell in love with the ease with which the sleek fighter handled and turned. Flying a dive-bomber accompanied by a rear seat gunner was fine, but he preferred to operate alone, and in a Hellcat he controlled everything, from the speed of the plane to the firing of its machine guns.


From the middle of August to mid-November, Hobbs and the fighting squadron trained at an airfield near Atlantic City, while the bombing squadron did the same at Wildwood, New Jersey, and VT-88 operated off Martha’s Vineyard, Massachusetts. Prior to this, Hobbs and Mandeberg had focused on the skills required to operate aircraft. At these locations, each squadron would learn how to conduct war operations as a cohesive unit before eventually joining the other squadrons to practice and develop air group activities.


This phase of training offered two parts: instructions in ground school and execution in the air. They learned to develop squadron tactics; sharpen gunnery, strafing, and bombing skills; drop torpedoes; navigation; field carrier landings; and night flying, during what men in the torpedo squadron called “the inky black nights which nobody likes.”10


Before the end of August, Hobbs and every inexperienced aviator who thought the war stood thousands of miles distant learned how wrong they were. In an August 25 ceremony at Martha’s Vineyard Lieutenant Willaman received the Distinguished Flying Cross he had been awarded for his actions in the Solomons, including attacking and helping sink a large Japanese transport. A high-ranking officer praised the pilot, and then reminded the assembled aviators that even though they were still in the United States preparing for combat, their training presented risks they could not ignore.


Thirty minutes after receiving his medal, Willaman hopped in his torpedo plane for a routine exercise. While conducting a dive over the airfield, the rear section and both wings of his Avenger aircraft ripped off, sending the decorated hero to a fiery death as he crashed west of the field. The skill and courage Willaman had exhibited in the Solomons could not help him avoid a tragic end in a training run.


The death of a decorated combat pilot rattled the younger aviators and offered a harsh lesson. The war they had always viewed as distant, the one they studied on maps and in reports or watched on movie reels, had suddenly planted itself at their feet. The dangers were no longer confined to the war zone; they existed above the fields of New England and in the waters off the eastern United States coast. August 25 proved to be a sobering moment for the neophytes in Air Group 88.


Other incidents underscored those lessons. One day before Willaman’s death, Hobbs’s squadron mate, Ensign Vincent Dacey, had to make a water landing in his Hellcat near Strathmere, New Jersey, when his motor quit at 5,000 feet. The next month a defective master rod forced another VF-88 pilot, Ensign E. J. Loftus, to make an emergency landing south of Barnegat, New Jersey.


In the bombing squadron, Aviation Radioman 3/c (often referred to as the gunner) Arthur C. Briggs suffered the only injury of his wartime service when he smashed his head during training. “My seat rested on a ring so that I could swing around and protect the rear,” said Briggs. “My seat belt ring broke and I hit my head and cut it. Blood was running down my face. I went right to the hospital and they sewed it up. It was more embarrassing than anything.”11 His buddies in VB-88 had fun with Briggs, calling him Dimwit after a popular cartoon character, Denny Dimwit, from the Winnie Winkle comic strip that appeared in newspapers.


Other incidents lacked the humor of Briggs’s injury. On September 7 at Wildwood, Lieutenant (jg) George E. Tobey Jr. of VB-88, flying in an SB2C Helldiver, “failed to pull out of a dive, and crashed.” An investigation concluded “that the forward sliding cockpit enclosure became disengaged during the dive, striking the pilot, and apparently rendering him incapable of controlling the aircraft. Lieutenant (jg) Tobey was killed instantly and the plane was completely demolished.”12
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