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  PREFACE

  Research for this book began ten years ago at the National Archives, College Park, MD, and the Archive of the Naval Historical Center in Washington, DC. The prospect of reviewing thousands of pages in hard copy in the poorly managed Main Research Room, or on microfilm in the antiquated Microfilm Research Room, at Archives II led me to write two other books first. Fortunately, the website Fold3.com digitized the micro-film of the War Diaries and placed them online, making research for this book feasible and efficient. In addition, archivists Michael Rhodes and Timothy Duskin at the Naval History and Heritage Command provided invaluable assistance for the completion of this book.

  Obviously not all the combat missions flown by carrier-borne aircraft over the Japanese Home Islands during the last month of World War II are described in this book. An effort has been made, however, to include all those missions during which an aircraft was lost. The Aircraft Action Reports in the War Diaries, the main source for this book, often refer to the men involved in these actions by their initials and last name, or last name only. To completely identify these airmen, a variety of sources have been consulted to determine their first names, with success with all but a handful.
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Chapter One

SOON AFTER 6:00 AM ON DECEMBER 7, 1941, EIGHTEEN DAUNTLESS dive-bombers from Scouting Squadron 6 took off from the aircraft carrier USS Enterprise, located 200 miles west of the island of Oahu, to patrol the waters west of Hawaii before landing at Ford Island, in the middle of Pearl Harbor, later that morning. At about the same time, Japanese fighters, bombers, and torpedo planes were taking off from six Japanese carriers 200 miles north of Oahu to attack the American fleet anchored in Pearl Harbor.

The American aircraft flew in pairs to patrol different sectors of the patrol area. The commander of the aircraft on the Enterprise, Lieutenant Commander Howard Young, flew with Ensign Perry Teaff. Both Dauntlesses completed their patrol and flew over Oahu on the way to Ford Island. As they flew past Ewa Field, about twenty-five minutes after the Japanese began the attack on Pearl Harbor, they saw a number of aircraft over the field and assumed they were Army Air Force planes. Shortly thereafter, however, a fighter attacked Teaff ’s Dauntless. “The [enemy] plane pulled up directly astern of me. . . . At about seventy-five feet he opened fire.” The Japanese pilot hit neither Teaff nor his radioman, but the Dauntless collected a number of machine-gun holes. As the Zero turned to make another attack, Teaff turned and his radioman fired a burst at the enemy, dissuading the Zero from making a second run on their plane. The enemy flew past them and attacked Lieutenant Commander Young’s plane.1

  Young had just noticed antiaircraft fire over Pearl Harbor when the Zero’s cannon and machine-gun fire began to hit his plane, from the rear. He recognized the large red circle insignia on the Zero’s fuselage and dove for the ground, jinking back and forth to throw off the enemy pilot’s aim. The evasive action succeeded and he hugged the ground as he continued to Ford Island, under constant American antiaircraft fire as the defenders were firing at anything in the air. Young could not contact the tower at Ford Island, then under attack by Japanese dive-bombers and strafing fighters, so he landed without permission, as did Ensign Teaff.2 Machine-gun fire had holed both Dauntlesses. Thirteen of the eighteen SBDs dispatched from the Enterprise eventually reached Ford Island that day, some after considerable adventures.

  Ensign Eugene Roberts flew with Ensign Edward Deacon. As Roberts passed over Barbers Point, he saw a flight of green planes with red insignia and one waggled its wings as it went past. He continued on toward Ford Island, but while passing over Fort Weaver, antiaircraft guns began to fire, hitting Deacon’s Dauntless. Fuel began to stream from a wing and the engine began to smoke as Roberts immediately sought safety on the ground. He landed at nearby Hickam Field, shortly before the second wave of the Japanese attack began and his rear-seat man, AMM1c D. H. Jones, remained in the rear seat of the Dauntless after landing and fired his .30 caliber machine gun at the attackers until his ammunition ran out.3

  As Deacon passed over Barbers Point, he heard another Dauntless pilot, Ensign Manuel Gonzalez, shout over their radio frequency: “Don’t shoot—Navy plane!” He immediately charged his guns and headed for Ford Island. Spotting Japanese planes as they came off the attack on Pearl Harbor, he flew near the ground and headed for Hickam Field. As he passed over Weaver Field, antiaircraft fire hit his Dauntless and the engine began to sputter. He was barely able to ditch, in a few feet of water, just off Hickam Field. American troops on the beach began to shoot at him, wounding his radio operator, RM3c Audrey Coslett, in the wrist and neck, and also grazing Deacon. He later reported: “After landing I was under rifle fire and machine gun fire from the beach some two hundred yards away.” The troops soon realized their error and stopped firing. Deacon used a radio cord as tourniquet on Coslett’s arm, broke out the life raft, and helped the wounded man into it. He then began to paddle toward the shore, but a crash boat, stationed nearby, intercepted him. The boat landed them on a dock and both went to the Hickam hospital.4

  Lieutenant Commander Hallsted Hopping, commander of Scouting Squadron 6, also heard Gonzalez, flying with his wingman, Ensign Frederick Weber. As Hopping neared Barbers Point, he heard Gonzalez exclaim over the radio: “Do not attack me. This is Six Baker Three [his aircraft number and radio call sign] an American plane.” Hopping recalled, “The same voice then told his gunner to break out the boat [life raft] as he was landing in the water.” Hopping then saw Japanese planes attacking Ewa Field and reported the attack over the radio. He scooted for Ford Island, flying close to the ground, and landed.5 Gonzalez’s wing-man, Ensign Weber, had lost sight of the former when the action started and circled around to locate him. When a Japanese fighter then flew at him, he recognized the red circle painted on it and dove for ground. He flew toward Barbers Point, where he joined up with another Dauntless, flown by Ensign Wilmer Gallaher. Weber and Gallaher joined with other pilots on the mission and the small flight made their way to Ewa Field and landed. The Marines on the field told them it was too dangerous to remain on the field, so they immediately took off again for Ford Island, but intense antiaircraft fire forced them back to Ewa, where they landed again.6

  Other Dauntlesses had even more trouble that morning. Lieutenant Frank Patriarca, flying with Ensign Walter Willis, saw many aircraft in the air as they neared Ewa Field, as did other Enterprise pilots. As his radioman pointed out antiaircraft smoke over Pearl Harbor, tracers shot by Patriarca’s aircraft, followed by a Zero. He dove for the deck, then started back to the Enterprise, until he realized his wingman was not with him. After a fruitless search, he headed for Ford Island, but low fuel forced him to land at Burns Field. He later learned a Japanese fighter had shot down Willis’s aircraft, killing him and his radioman, Coxswain Fred J. Duclon.7 Japanese Zeros also shot down the Dauntless flown by Ensign John Vogt, killing him and his radio operator, RM3c Sidney Pierce.

  The Dauntlesses of Lieutenant Clarence E. Dickinson and Ensign John R. McCarthy were also shot down; only the two pilots survived. McCarthy’s plane went down after Japanese planes attacked them near Barbers Point, but he managed to parachute to safety, although he broke a leg while landing. Dickinson and his radio operator, RM1c William Miller, were also shot down, but claimed the first Japanese plane shot down by Navy airmen during World War II. As he approached Pearl Harbor, Dickinson noticed antiaircraft bursts over Pearl Harbor and smoke rising from USS Arizona, bombed and sunk only minutes earlier. He then saw McCarthy’s Dauntless on fire, circling after two Zeros attacked it. McCarthy’s parachute had just opened when the fire of up to five other Zeros distracted Dickinson as they came straight at him. Miller, in the rear seat, returned their fire and reported that he had hit one of the Zeros and that he, himself, was wounded. Dickinson saw the Zero on fire and losing altitude. The Zeros continued to pound the Dauntless, hitting Miller a second time. One of them flew in front of Dickinson and he managed to fire two bursts from the two wing guns. By now, the dive-bomber was on fire, so he ordered Miller to bail out, later casually reporting: “My left tank being on fire and my controls being shot away, I told the gunner to jump.” The badly damaged aircraft went into a spin, but Dickinson managed to bail out, landing safely near Ewa Field. Miller, unfortunately, went down with the aircraft.8

  Five of the Dauntlesses that took off from the Enterprise were shot down, either by Japanese fighters or American antiaircraft fire, with eight men killed and three wounded. Most of the Dauntless crews that landed safely took part in abortive searches for the Japanese fleet later in the day, all in a day’s work for these intrepid aviators. The Zero shot down by Miller was the first recorded aerial victory by a naval aviator during World War II. More than four and half years later, the last aerial melee of the war took place, just after the cease fire on August 15 that led to the Japanese surrender.

  After a month of air strikes against the Home Islands of the Japanese Empire, one of the last missions flown that day, by Hellcats of VF-88, took off from the carrier USS Yorktown at 4:15 AM and rendezvoused with Corsairs from two other carriers for a mission to airfields around Tokyo, the Japanese capital. The planes encountered heavy overcast and the Hellcats circled the clouds for a short while until they spotted a small break that allowed them to continue in formation. While penetrating the clouds, the two VBF-88 flights became separated. The section led by Lieutenant Marvin Odom headed for the briefed target, the airfield at Takahagi, after frustrating attempts to understand garbled transmissions from the strike leader, Lieutenant Howard Harrison. Odom’s section reached Sagami Wan, a way point, but found no other American aircraft there. While in the area, another pilot in the section radioed Odom that he heard a message indicating that clouds covered the briefed target and aircraft should strike targets of opportunity instead. Odom took his flight along the coast until they spotted a factory near the town of Shimoku. The Hellcats attacked the factory with rockets, then strafed a lighthouse. Just after the attack, the section got word by radio to return to the Yorktown. Admiral Chester Nimitz, Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet, had just ordered that all offensive action against Japanese forces cease, after he received word that the Japanese government had accepted the Allied terms of surrender.9

  The other section of Hellcats, led by Lieutenant Harrison, continued on to the Tokyo area until they also got word to return to the Yorktown. About twenty-five minutes after these planes had turned for home, they were jumped by about eighteen Japanese fighters, apparently part of a dedicated Japanese aerial patrol intent on fighting American planes up to the last minute, perhaps sparked by a revolt against the surrender that had taken place at Atsugi Airfield that morning. Most of the enemy fighters were Japanese Army Ki-84s, or “Franks,” believed to have been part of the Japanese Army Air Force’s 70th Air Regiment, with a few Navy Jack fighters.10

  The American fighters were cruising at 8,000 feet, near the Japanese airfield at Atsugi about twenty-five miles southwest of the center of Tokyo, when the Japanese fighters dove from the rear to attack them. The Hellcats immediately turned to engage the attackers and a free-for-all aerial engagement ensued, led by Lieutenant Harrison.

  Two members of the American flight flying as wingmen, Lieutenants (jg) Theodore Hansen and Maurice Proctor, waded into the enemy with the rest of the flight, Harrison, Lieutenant (jg) Joseph Sahloff, and Ensigns Wright Hobbs and Eugene Mandeberg. Proctor immediately shot the wing off a Frank, while Hansen dispatched two more. Immediately afterward, as Proctor later reported, he “saw a Jack that was on Lt. (jg) Sahloff ’s tail. I opened up at about 700 feet and the [enemy] plane immediately exploded.”11 Sahloff, his Hellcat badly damaged and smoking, headed for the coast.

  While Proctor engaged the Jack, a Frank managed to get on his tail, but his wingman, Hansen, blew it out of the sky. Proctor then turned and ran into six more Franks head on. The six pulled up to avoid a collision as Proctor took on the seventh he spotted flying away from him. He fired at the Frank, which caught fire, but he didn’t see it crash as the six enemy fighters turned and came at him again. “I found myself virtually alone with several (I think six) Franks, so I high tailed it for the clouds below with all the [enemy] planes chasing and firing at me.”12 The enemy fire damaged his Hellcat as Hansen, his fighter also damaged, joined Sahloff ’s damaged aircraft as an escort, as the latter made for the coast. When Sahloff reached Tokyo Bay, he bailed out as his aircraft rolled a few times before crashing into the water.

  The other three pilots, Harrison, Hobbs, and Mandeberg, also failed to return to the Yorktown with Proctor and Hansen. All three had gone down during the dogfight. Japanese on the ground later reported to American occupation authorities that a Japanese fighter (referred to as a “suicide plane” in a report) collided with Mandeberg’s Hellcat. Although Sahloff had successfully bailed out, a rescue mission failed to locate him.

  Besides the five Japanese fighters shot down by Proctor and Hansen, four more went down in the melee, including the plane that collided with Mandeberg. It was impossible, however, to determine who of the four missing men shot them down, so the Navy appropriately credited each man with shooting down one enemy aircraft.13


Chapter Two

BY THE SUMMER OF 1945, ALLIED FORCES, OVERWHELMINGLY AMERICAN, were poised to invade the Japanese homeland. The initial six months of Japanese successes gave them control of the Philippines, East Indies, Southeast Asia, Micronesia, and large portions of Melanesia. By early 1943, the Americans blunted their advance on the island of Guadalcanal and, with Australian forces, on the north coast of the island of New Guinea. During the next two and half years, the Allies fought a two-pronged assault from the southwest Pacific and central Pacific, aimed at the heart of the Japanese Empire, the Home Islands of Japan. By June of 1945, American soldiers, Marines, airmen, and sailors had either captured or bypassed Japanese-held islands in Micronesia, Melanesia, and the Volcano Islands (including Iwo Jima) and liberated all but a portion of northern Luzon and a few smaller islands in the Philippines. The island Okinawa, part of the Japanese Home Islands and only 300 miles from them and also in American hands, was to become the springboard for the invasion of Kyushu, planned for the fall of 1945. The British, who had recaptured most of Burma, were poised to invade Singapore, on the Malay peninsula.

  At the Second Quebec Conference of the Big Three in September 1944, American president Franklin Roosevelt, British prime minister Winston Churchill, and Soviet premier Joseph Stalin agreed on the strategy to force the unconditional surrender of Japan, following an invasion of the Home Islands. The strategic aim was to destroy the Japanese military and any hope they might have of continuing to resist the Allies, thus forcing unconditional surrender. The precursor to the invasion was the establishment of an air and sea blockade of the Home Islands, along with the strategic bombing of Japanese industry and the destruction of the Japanese army and navy air forces and the Navy.14 The Joint Chiefs of Staff formulated the American component of the strategy. It included the use of B-29 bombers from the new 20th Air Force and carrier aviation raids to eliminate Japanese industries, blockade the Home Islands, and cut sea communications with Korea and China.15

  The blockade and aerial bombardment of the Home Islands, carried out by the U.S. Navy, was the only strategy on which all senior commanders agreed, seen as the precursor to the actual invasion.16 In 1944, the Navy thought a blockade and strategic bombing would force the Japanese to surrender while Army planners believed an invasion of the Japanese Home Islands was necessary. After the Second Quebec Conference, the Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed to continue a blockade with strategic bombing, followed by an invasion of the island Kyushu in late 1945. The Navy, however, still viewed an invasion as only a possibility, used to gain more airfields to increase the level of bombing of Japanese cities and industries. By 1945, the Army, under Generals George Marshall and Douglas MacArthur, believed a strategy limited to blockade and aerial bombing would take too long to induce the Japanese to surrender. Admiral Nimitz, commander of the Pacific Fleet, joined them in supporting an invasion of Kyushu, but only after the blockade and bombing had created the most favorable condition. Although Allied policy had been the unconditional surrender of Japan, an assessment by the Joint Intelligence Staff in the spring of 1945 concluded that Japan could surrender before the end of the year, but not unconditionally. In addition, it also determined that pursuing a policy of rigid unconditional surrender using only a blockade and aerial bombardment would make the war last several more years. Roosevelt died in mid-April and Vice President Harry S. Truman became president. The same month, the Joint Chiefs of Staff ordered planning for the invasion of Kyushu to commence. Wrangling about whether the Army or Navy would command the invasion ensued, but by June both services agreed that the Army would have the major command responsibility for a contingency they hoped would never be carried out.17

  The bombardment plan depended on strategic bombing by AAF, as well as attacks by Army Air Force and Navy aircraft on tactical targets, primarily airfields, but also the remnants of the Imperial Fleet, shipping, and railways.18 Admiral William Halsey expected attacks by carrier planes on shipping and ports, as well as the shore bombardments carried out by battleships and cruisers, to close Japanese coastal shipping routes, further restricting the movement of supplies and reinforcement of the island of Kyushu. He believed the destruction of the remaining capital warships in the ports of Kure and Yokosuka was necessary to prevent these ships from slipping out and harassing supply convoys scheduled to ply the north Pacific that fall, although the Army dismissed this threat as minor.19

  The Japanese Imperial Staff began to plan for the invasion of Japan in January 1945, a few days after American forces landed on Luzon, in the Philippines. Potential landing places began to be fortified and plans to raise another forty divisions finalized. The defense of the Home Island of Kyushu, a plan called Ketsu Go, aimed to defeat an invasion on the beaches. The plan called for the reinforcement of troops and the stockpiling and dispersal of aircraft for kamikaze missions and the creation of new, hidden airfields. This soon became evident to the Allies through intercepts of Japanese communications and aerial reconnaissance. The Japanese government mobilized the civilian population along the coast of the Home Islands in March 1945 to build fortifications and a civilian defense corps created to help with the defense once an invasion occurred.20

  The Americans became aware of these defensive plans through Allied intelligence intercepts of Japanese communications, code-named “Ultra” for military messages and “Magic” for diplomatic intercepts. The intercepts revealed the extent to which the Japanese military refused to acknowledge the war was lost and their intention to fight to the death in the Home Islands, or at least inflict so many casualties on the American invaders that a negotiated peace would become a practical eventuality.21 Information about the rapid increase in the number of Japanese troops in Kyushu to oppose the invasion also became evident through intercepts. The prospect of increasing numbers of American casualties from the increase in Japanese troop strength became an important factor in the decision to drop the atomic bomb on a Japanese city. During the Potsdam Conference in July 1945, General Marshall told President Truman that the invasion of Kyushu, and the landing on the Kanto plain near Tokyo, planned for early 1946, would cost a minimum of 250,000 American casualties and potentially up to a million.22

  
THE AMERICAN FORCES


  The air component of the strategy to prepare for the invasion of Japan involved full-scale strategic bombing by the 20th Air Force, begun in November 1944 from the Mariana Islands, 1,500 miles from the Japanese Home Islands. Following mixed success with traditional high-altitude bombing, low-level attacks with incendiary bombs began in March 1945. By mid-June 1945, the big bombers had flatted the major cities of Tokyo, Nagoya, Osaka, Yokohama, and Kobe with incendiary raids, so the Super-fortresses turned to secondary cities with populations between 100,000 and 200,000 people. Attacks on these medium-size cities during the first ten days of July destroyed almost fifty percent of their area. By war’s end, B-29s had attacked sixty-six cities and destroyed forty-three percent of their areas,23 as well as strictly military targets during this period: oil refineries, aircraft and other industrial plants, and arsenals.

  The B-29s also began to drop mines outside ports and in the Inland Sea and Shimonoseki Straits in March 1945. This effort soon began to severely affect Japanese shipping. Part of the blockade of Japan preventing the shipping of vital war supplies from Southeast Asia, China, and Korea, about two-thirds of the Japanese merchant ships sunk or damaged between March and August 1945 were victims of mines dropped by B-29s.24 Navy patrol planes based on Iwo Jima and Okinawa also took part in this sea blockade, attacking Japanese shipping in the East China Sea, Yellow Sea, Sea of Japan, and Inland Sea between Kyushu and Honshu. The operation of so many Army Air Force and Navy planes over the same seas, and the Home Islands, led to the creation of operational boundaries in June to prevent Navy planes from flying into areas raided by B-29s and Army Air Force fighters and bombers of the Far East Air Force. The latter’s B-24 bombers, along with long-range P-47 and P-51 fighters, were, by then, attacking airfields in Kyushu and southern Honshu from new bases on Okinawa, only 325 miles from Kyushu.25

  The Japanese had expended many planes, most as kamikazes, during the Okinawa campaign. Beginning in June, the number of missions the Japanese flew declined, as they began to hoard their aircraft strength for the impending invasion of the Japanese Home Islands. The absence of Japanese aircraft in the air made it necessary for the Allies to seek out and destroy the Japanese air force over the Home Islands themselves to prepare for the invasion. Besides the Army Air Force bombers and fighters attacking enemy airfields on Kyushu and southern Honshu that summer, Navy carrier-based planes of Task Force 38, called the Fast Carrier Task Force of the American Pacific Fleet, attacked airfields on the island of Kyushu for three days at the beginning of June. The next attacks by carrier aircraft of the Task Force took place in early July, as we shall see.

  Three Task Groups composed Task Force 38, with each containing three or four aircraft Essex-class carriers and two Independence-class light carriers.

  The Essex-class USS Bennington with Air Group 1, USS Hancock with Air Group 6, and USS Lexington with Air Group 94 sailed in Task Group 38.1. The two light carriers were USS Belleau Wood with Air Group 31 and USS San Jacinto with Air Group 49. Task Group 38.3 also had three Essex-class carriers: USS Randolph with Air Group 16, USS Essex with Air Group 83, and USS Ticonderoga with Air Group 87. This Task Group’s light carriers were USS Monterey, Air Group 34, and USS Bataan, Air Group 47. The last Task Group, 38.4, included the Essex-class carriers USS Shangri-La with Air Group 85; USS Wasp with Air Group 86; USS Yorktown with Air Group 88; and USS Bon Homme Richard with Air Group (N) 91, the air group trained for night operations. Task Group 38.4’s two light carriers were the USS Independence, Air Group 27, and USS Cowpens, Air Group 50.

  Each Essex-class carrier air group had four squadrons: a fighter (VF), fighter-bomber (VBF), dive-bomber (VB), and torpedo (VT) squadron. Fighter and torpedo squadrons made up the flight lines of the light carrier air groups. With some exceptions among the VF and VBF squadrons, F6F-5 Hellcats equipped the VF squadrons and F4U Corsairs the VBF squadrons. The usual complement of aircraft on an Essex-class carrier in mid-1945 was thirty-six fighters, thirty-six fighter-bombers, fifteen dive-bombers, and fifteen torpedo bombers.

  The Hellcat was the mainstay of Navy fighter squadrons during 1943 and 1944. Bearing six .50 caliber machine guns, it had a high diving speed because of a heavier airframe, had good rate of climb, and could absorb considerable damage and still reach home. Not as fast as the Corsair, it still performed well at high altitude. The Navy was initially leery of the Corsair, believing it to be a poor carrier aircraft as the pilot sat toward the rear of the cockpit and closer to the deck. The Corsair was more likely to stall at the slower speeds required when landing on an aircraft carrier. The Marines initially got the aircraft, but once they had proven its worth in combat, the Navy reconsidered the Corsair and began to equip carrier air groups with the plane by late 1944. The aircraft composition of two air groups in Task Force 38, Air Groups 85 and 87, however, differed from this norm. VF-85 flew Corsairs, while Air Groups 16 and 87 still had Hellcats equipping their fighter-bomber squadron, VBF-16 and VBF-87.

  All dive-bomber, or VB, squadrons flew the SB2C Helldiver, or “Beast,” with a two-man crew: the pilot and a radioman-gunner behind, facing the tail of the plane. The Helldiver had teething problems, like the Corsair, but joined the fleet in late 1943. Armed with two 20mm cannons in the wings, it also had two flexible .30 caliber guns in the rear.

  Crews of torpedo squadrons flew the TBM Avenger, also nicknamed the “Turkey” because of its stout appearance. The TBM had a gunner in an electrically operated turret armed with a .30 caliber machine gun, and a radioman in a compartment in the bowels of the aircraft. It was a sturdy aircraft with an internal bomb bay and wings that folded electrically.26 The usual bomb load for all four aircraft during the summer operations was either two 500-pound bombs or one 1,000-pound bomb. They also carried rockets that were used to great effect against aircraft on the ground and small ships.

  The pilots of these aircraft generally received better training than other services during the war, particularly those qualified for carrier landings that required more skill than landing in a stationary air strip, a source of pride for the pilots of carrier air groups.27 The experience of the crews assigned to air groups in Task Force 38 in the summer of 1945, however, varied. Most air groups had flown in combat earlier in the war. After each combat tour, the air group would return to the United States, where they reformed before returning to combat. After working up to combat requirements, the reformed air group was assigned to a new aircraft carrier. Several of the air groups in Task Force 38 that summer had begun their last combat tour of World War II before the final raids on Japan. Air Groups 6, 47, 83, and 86 entered combat during Fifth Fleet raids on Japan in March. In May, Air Groups 34, 49, 85, and 87 began their combat tours, while Air Group 50 began combat operations in early June. The combat initiation for the reformed configurations of Air Groups 1, 16, 27, and 31 came during the July 10 missions to Japan. Air Groups 88 and 94, both formed for the first time in 1944, also flew their first combat missions in July.

  The air groups and their carriers were the main part of the Task Group. Five carriers with one to three battleships, light cruisers, and destroyers as escorts were the usual components of a Task Group. The three Task Groups—38.1, 38.3, and 38.4—plying the waters off the coast of Japan that summer usually sailed about ten miles apart, to remain with the line-of-sight range of TBS (talk between ships) communications. Ships would sail in one direction to launch planes, then turn around to land them, repeating this cycle throughout a day and remaining in the same general area so pilots would know where to return to their carriers.28

  Combat air patrols (CAPs) were flown from carriers throughout the day, from dawn until dusk, to patrol for submarines and enemy aircraft, as were CAPs over surfaced lifeguard submarine stations off the coast of Japan to rescue downed flyers. Planes flying the latter, called “SubCAP” missions, usually attacked targets of opportunity on the Japanese coast in the vicinity of the submarine they had protected once their patrols were complete. Weather flights flew daily, and replacements for those aircraft lost in combat, or written off in flight deck crashes, often landed while the Task Force steamed off the coast, in between combat strikes. When not engaged in combat operations, air groups flew daily and training flights and accidents were not uncommon. The flight deck of a carrier was a place of constant activity, and danger, to flight deck personnel and air crews alike. Aircraft accidents usually involved ditching at takeoff or landing crashes, with planes either piling up on the flight deck of a carrier or going over the side of the ship. Men were injured or killed, an unfortunate part of the day-to-day routine of aircraft carriers at sea during wartime.

  On a day of combat operations, a first wave of fighter and fighter-bomber sweeps would take off around dawn, followed by the first strikes of the day, flown by more fighters and fighter-bombers, as well as dive-bombers, and torpedo planes. After the first sweeps and strikes returned, guided to a safe landing by the Landing Signals Officer on each carrier, more sweeps took off later in the morning. A second wave of strikes usually took to the air in the very early afternoon. Combat and operational losses on the morning missions often reduced the number of planes flying the afternoon mission. Sometimes, more sweeps would follow the afternoon strikes, before darkness brought a halt to air operations on most carriers. The exception was Air Group (N) 91 on USS Bon Homme Richard, specially trained for night flying. Most strikes and many sweeps included several Hellcats employed as photo aircraft, to record the target before and after an attack so damage could be accurately assessed. These aircraft also took reconnaissance photos of potential targets for use in planning future attacks.

  Of course, American aircraft were not the only planes in the air off the coast of Japan that summer. Japanese planes often tried to attack the Task Force, as they had during the kamikaze suicide attacks made on the American fleet during the battle for Okinawa that spring. The first line of defense against Japanese air attack was the radar picket destroyer line, stationed between twenty to fifty miles from the carrier Task Groups. Their radar often detected enemy planes approaching from the Empire with enough time to alert the combat air patrols orbiting overhead. When Japanese planes penetrated this first line of defense, the combat air patrols over the Task Force took a hand and usually shot down the intruders, sometimes braving American antiaircraft fire to do so. Although these American, and British, flyers stopped most kamikaze attacks, sailors manning the antiaircraft guns on ships of the Task Force defended themselves against the few that did get through, using several basic antiaircraft weapons. Japanese pilots first encountered heavy antiaircraft fire from five-inch antiaircraft guns with a range of 18,000 yards that could fire up to twenty rounds per minute with an experienced crew. As they drew closer to the fleet, the 40mm Bofors gun, with a range of three miles, joined in followed by the 20mm Oerlikons that could fire 600 rounds per minute. No Japanese planes, nor bombs, hit any of the ships in the carrier task groups of the Task Force while steaming off the coast of the Home Islands of Japan during July or August 1945.29

  Attempts to hit the fleet began with “snooper” flights by Japanese reconnaissance planes attempting to locate the fleet so kamikaze flights could follow. A Japanese bomber would then follow up, leading planes with poorly trained but dedicated pilots who would aim at an American ship. The ideal method was shooting down the snoopers, often very successful that summer, to prevent suicide attacks from taking place.30

  Besides the kamikaze attacks on the Task Force, the Japanese also maintained an antiaircraft defense of the Home Islands, although in 1945 it was still, in some respects, rudimentary and fragmentary. A number of the strikes described here surprised the Japanese defenders of airfields and ports, as the effectiveness of Japanese radar was limited, ineffective in locating fighters and the smaller aircraft flown by Task Force 38.31 They used two types of radar, vertical scanning and horizontal scanning, but neither could detect planes approaching at either very high or very low altitude. Radar coverage was not continuous in Japan, except near important potential targets like Tokyo. The gaps often allowed American planes to approach the Empire undetected. Many Japanese picket boats stationed several hundred miles offshore to provide the first word of an attack had been sunk by the summer of 1945. As a result, military and civilian aircraft observers on shore often gave the first word of an approaching attack. Fighter control was inadequate, with poor communication between operations rooms that tracked American aircraft and the fighter units intended to intercept them. So the Japanese had great difficulty in concentrating fighters to oppose American strikes, a necessity for an efficient defense.32,33

  Among the fighters encountered by American Navy pilots over Japan that summer was the venerable Mitsubishi A6M Reisen or Zero, code-named “Zeke,” in service since 1940. Maneuverable at lower altitudes, it was less nimble above 15,000 feet but had a good rate of climb. Without armor plating or self-sealing fuel tanks, it caught fire easily. Although armed with 20mm cannons, they were not all that effective. The Hellcat surpassed the Zero when it appeared in combat in 1943.34 The Japanese Army also employed the Ki-43 Hayabusa, code-named “Oscar,” over the Home Islands that summer. Very light weight and maneuverable, with a good rate of climb, it was slower than Zero and relatively poorly armed with two 13mm (.50 caliber) machine guns, and also did not have armor or self-sealing fuel tanks. Allied pilots feared it early in the war and it was still a formidable adversary in the hands of experienced pilots, although these were in increasingly short supply that summer.

  The Japanese Army Kawasaki Ki-61 Hien, code-named “Tony,” first appeared in 1943. Based on the German Me 109, the Army’s Tony, or Ki-61, had an inline, water-cooled engine that provided good high-altitude performance. The plane dove well and, equipped with self-sealing fuel tanks and four 13mm machine guns, was effective against American bombers in the last year of the war.35

  The Navy’s Mitsubishi J2M Raiden, code-named “Jack” by Americans, also took part in many air battles that summer. Japanese pilots preferred the Jack because of its armament, four 20mm cannons on most models, high performance, and improved protection for the pilot. A Japanese Army fighter, the Ki-84 Hayate (“Gale” or “Frank”) also had good pilot protection. With high speed, good maneuverability, and four 20mm cannons, it held its own against American planes that summer. American pilots also encountered the Kawanishi N1K Shiden, or “George,” armed with two machine guns and two 20mm cannons. The plane had some success against Hellcats at lower altitude, but lost performance at higher altitude.

  Without a rotation policy for combat pilots, few experienced Japanese pilots remained by the summer of 1944. Navy pilots had half the experience of those flying at beginning of the war, as did Army pilots, brought about by the decline in pilot training.36 The result could often be a one-sided encounter with American pilots during a dogfight, often fought at ranges of 300 yards, or less. American pilots, with more flight training and, often, more combat experience often had a distinct edge in a dogfight, particularly when they had an altitude advantage.37

  Only a few Navy missions met fighter opposition that summer, however, since the Japanese hoarded most of their remaining aircraft as kamikazes to oppose the impending invasion. By early August 1945, Japanese forces in the Home Islands had 800 fighters and 2,000 kamikaze aircraft available to oppose an invasion. Most were camouflaged and hidden on, or near, small airfields undiscovered by American reconnaissance or dispersed up to more than four miles from established airfields. Once the invasion fleet appeared off the coast, these aircraft would move closer to the American invasion armada. The pilots of these kamikaze units had insufficient training to oppose American naval aircraft, and the communications necessary to get them into the air to do so had broken down by the summer of 1945. With experienced pilots growing scarce, less-experienced pilots took part in normal combat operations, as well as kamikaze attacks, and often faced American flyers in air battles that summer.38

  These aerial melees often occurred over airfields, the prime target of Navy fighters, where antiaircraft gunners generally took over the defense of airfields since the Japanese were conserving aircraft to oppose the impending invasion. These antiaircraft gunners used two types of anti-aircraft guns: heavy 75mm and 120mm guns to reach high altitude and medium-to small-caliber 20mm and 40mm guns to fire at lower altitudes. The Japanese discovered, however, that these antiaircraft weapons were generally not that effective against planes below 7,000 feet (3,000 meters), so antiaircraft units with automatic cannon began to be placed on some airfields that summer.39 Regardless of the type of guns employed, many of the planes of the Task Force lost that summer went down to guns on airfields, around ports, and on ships.40 Navy pilots found Japanese naval antiaircraft gunners particularly annoying during attacks on shipping and harbors. The intensity, and accuracy, of their fire was often superior to guns onshore, manned by Army gunners. Both the Japanese Army and Navy used radar-guided antiaircraft guns for barrages fired at attacking American planes. Their effectiveness varied as the American planes dropped small strips of aluminum, called window, and very long strips, called rope, to throw off the radar.41


Chapter Three

JULY 10 WAS A LONG DAY FOR AVIATORS AND SAILORS OF THE TASK FORCE, the first day of a month-long campaign attacking a wide variety of targets in the Home Islands of Japan.

  Carrier aircraft flew 1,303 sorties against airfields from Hamamatsu, south of Tokyo, northward to the city of Koriyama, more than 200 miles from the Japanese capital. Japanese fighters did not rise to oppose the attacks, but American flyers managed to destroy more than one hundred aircraft on the enemy’s airfields.42 VF-50 accomplished the only confirmed shootdown of an enemy plane on the 10th, as the Japanese hoarded their aircraft for the expected invasion of the Home Islands.

  Lieutenant Charles Brock shot down a two-engine Dinah during a combat air patrol near the Task Force. At about 1:00 PM, a flight of Hell-cats spotted the Dinah flying at an altitude of about 28,000 feet, seventy miles from the Task Force, apparently on a mission to locate the American fleet. The Hellcats went after the enemy bomber, catching up with it after a two-minute chase. The first section of the flight attacked, scoring hits from more than 1,000 feet away. Almost immediately, the second section, led by Lieutenant Brock, overtook the first section, closing to about 600 feet when Brock opened fire. His rounds hit the wing roots near the Dinah’s fuselage and the plane immediately caught fire, went into a spin, and headed down toward the sea. Brock followed it down and saw one crewman bail out, before returning to his flight.43 The enemy crashed into the sea, becoming the first aerial victory for the Task Force in this final offensive against the Home Islands of Japan.

  The usual defensive combat air patrols flown around the Task Force began at sunrise and the first aircraft lost that day had just begun such a mission. A Hellcat of VF-6 ditched soon after takeoff from USS Hancock. The submarine USS Caperon rescued the pilot, Lieutenant (jg) James Long, within a few minutes. Another fighter, a Corsair from USS Hancock’s VF-6, also ditched later in the morning. Lieutenant Harvey Oden-brett came down in the drink inside the Task Force. The destroyer, USS John Rodgers, immediately rescued him.

  The air strikes and sweeps began very early as fighters and bombers took off from carriers in predawn darkness at 4:00 AM, almost half an hour before sunrise.44 Seventeen different strike and sweep missions to enemy airfields took to the air during the next hour: 134 Hellcats and 103 Corsairs. Planes from Air Group 83 took off first, from USS Essex. Sixteen Corsairs from VBF-83 attacked the Japanese airfield at Atsugi, near Tokyo. Despite heavy antiaircraft fire from medium antiaircraft guns that fortunately missed the mark, the F4Us dropped fragmentation bombs over about sixty aircraft caught in the open on two parts of the field. Although pilots saw a number of bombs explode directly over planes, they couldn’t easily see the damage they inflicted since fragmentation bombs required planes pull out at higher altitudes than other bombs, usually about 4,000 feet, to avoid damage to the attacking aircraft. Essex Hellcats, taking off twenty minutes later, got word of the large number of planes at Atsugi, in flight, and arrived at the field as the Corsairs finished up. They immediately spotted a large, four-engine plane on the field, heavily damaged by the Corsairs’ bombs. Japanese antiaircraft gunners greeted them with intense fire as they also dropped fragmentation bombs on clusters of enemy aircraft, again without seeing specific results. On the way home, a few Hellcats strafed the airfield at Nii Shima.45

  Seven Hellcats and four Corsairs from Air Group 6 mounted a sweep mission to airfields in the Tokyo area early that morning and pilots were in the air for four hours. Fog encountered on the Japanese coast dissipated as they flew inland. The first airfield they attacked, at Kiryu, put up strong but inaccurate antiaircraft fire as the American fighters dove on about twenty enemy fighters sitting in a dispersal area. Dropping 250-pound fragmentation bombs from an altitude of 5,000 feet, the Hellcats destroyed three planes and damaged at least two more. The flight then moved on to Kodama Airfield. Having dropped all their bombs on their first target, as was the case with most sweeps and strikes, the American fighters strafed a group of fifteen to twenty enemy planes with rockets and machine guns, destroying one plane and damaging several others As the flight turned toward home, the Corsairs made a pass at a third airfield, at Shimodate, firing the remainder of the rockets. The mission resulted in claims of five enemy aircraft destroyed, two by the Corsairs and three by the Hellcats, as well as four more damaged.46 Flights often encountered moderate to heavy enemy antiaircraft fire while crossing the coast but varying opposition at the airfields they attacked.

  Besides these early sweeps, aircraft from different air groups joined forces on several strike missions early that morning. Fighting Sixteen (VF-16) took off from USS Randolph just before 4:00 AM, then rendezvoused with Hellcats from VF-34 from USS Monterey for a strike against airfields on the Chiba Peninsula, near Tokyo. The flight leader from VF-16 acted as the strike leader. Hitting Miyakawa Airfield first, where no enemy planes were in the open, the Hellcats dropped fragmentation bombs and fired rockets at well-camouflaged enemy aircraft revetments, as well as hangars and other buildings. After reforming over the ocean, the flight set out for the second target, the airfield at Naruto, where they rocketed and machine-gunned hangars and repair shops. Before heading back to their carrier, they turned to a third target, a small fighter strip at Choja. Again finding no enemy planes in the open, the Hellcats “viciously strafed” and fired rockets at what appeared to be the operations building on the field, setting it on fire. Antiaircraft gunners did little firing at the attacking planes, their efforts described by pilots as “meager.”47

  More fighters from the Randolph, Hellcats from VBF-16, teamed up with Hellcats from VF-47 for a sweep of Mobara and Kisarazu Airfields on the Chiba Peninsula, including photographing other enemy airfields in the area. The Americans bombed and rocketed Japanese transport planes in the field at Kisarazu first, damaging two of them, then turned to Mobara, where they attacked aircraft revetments with rockets and machine-gun fire, also not observing any readily apparent results in the cleverly camouflaged revetments. Antiaircraft fire gunners at Kisarazu were fairly accurate, but didn’t hit any American planes, while pilots reported little resistance at Mobara. All planes returned safely to their carriers.48

  Many pilots on these early morning missions complained of the difficulty of communicating with each other as the Japanese jammed the frequencies they used, as well as filling the air with numerous bogus “tallyhos,” but without using any of the call signs of Navy air groups or squadrons.49 During the attacks, the American planes dropped window, aluminum strips employed to distort the wavelengths of the Japanese radar that often guided their antiaircraft guns, but pilots later reported it was as not very effective.50
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  Following the early fighter sweeps, the first wave of strikes that added dive and torpedo bombers to the fighters took off between 6:45 and 7:15 AM. One hundred forty-two Avengers and ninety-three Helldivers from all carrier air groups in the Task Force took off from their carriers for thirteen airfield strikes, escorted by forty-eight F4Us and sixty-nine F6Fs not already committed to the earlier strikes. All these missions encountered enemy antiaircraft fire, but flak claimed only two American planes.

  All four squadrons of Air Group 94, flying from USS Lexington, took part in a strike on Utsunomiya Airfield, the third attack on the airfield by the group since the dawn. All “pushed over” to attack the field from an altitude of 12,000–13,000 feet, encountering intense Japanese antiaircraft fire from heavy guns in their dives. Helldivers dive-bombed the field while the Avengers, never designed for dive-bombing, executed glide-bombing attacks at about 40 degrees. Bombs hit an antiaircraft emplacement and damaged, if not destroyed, several aircraft. Enemy antiaircraft gunners shot down Lieutenant Edward Clancy, flying a Corsair from VBF-94. Hit while diving on the airfield, other pilots saw a wing fly off his Corsair, which then dove into the ground, killing him instantly.51

  Nine Avengers of VT-34, flying from USS Monterey, joined Air Group 83 planes—fourteen TBMs, fifteen SB2Cs with seven Hellcats and eight Corsairs as escort—in an attack on Atsugi Airfield. Japanese antiaircraft fire harassed the American planes from the time they made landfall, becoming extremely heavy at Atsugi. Its intensity made it difficult to observe the results of the attack, but pilots saw two “burners,” their term for enemy aircraft that caught fire when hit, among the enemy aircraft bombed. Some of the VF-83 Hellcats stayed at high altitude to provide cover if enemy fighters tried to break up the attack while other Hellcats, and the Corsairs from VBF-83, attacked antiaircraft positions to suppress enemy antiaircraft fire as the Helldivers and Avengers dropped their bombs. Although only two enemy planes were on fire after the attack, it is likely the fragmentation bombs used inflicted damage to other planes that did not catch fire.52

  Japanese antiaircraft fire at Atsugi claimed four Avengers from VT-34. One, flown by Ensign Joel Wasson with crewmen ARM3c Robert Miller and AMM3c Walter Selberg, went down near the target but the three fortunately survived to become prisoners of war. Three more TBMs, badly damaged by enemy fire, tried to return to the Monterey, escorted by some VBF-83 Corsairs, but eventually ditched off the coast of Japan. Two of the “Turkeys,” flown by Ensigns Hugh Lang and John Jahnke, flew together, escorted by two more VT-34 TBMs. When they reached the location of a submarine on “lifeguard” duty at Suno Saki, off the coast of Honshu, both planes ditched together. The sub, USS Galiban, rescued both crews. The last Avenger, piloted by Ensign Homer Winter, had too much damage to reach the Galiban and ditched eighteen miles off the coast, in the Sagami Wan. Fighters from Air Group 83 circled the flyers in their raft and radioed the position to the sub. A short time later, the Galiban effected their rescue, too. The VT-34 report of the mission stated that the squadron pilots’ and crewmen’s “faith in the calm courage and seamanship of the officers and men of the lifeguard [submariners knew] ...no bounds.”53

  Air Group 1 made a fairly standard, single air group attack on the enemy at Hyakurigahara Airfield, nicknamed “Hari Kari” by the group’s pilots “to avoid tongue-twisting radio reports.” Approaching the enemy field along the coast, air group planes turned westward over the coastal town of Mito to attack the field a few miles inland.54

  Eleven Helldivers attacked in three divisions. One targeted antiair-craft positions that put up little opposition, the second bombed aircraft revetments on the southern side of the airfield, while the third dropped their bombs on revetments on the eastern side. Bombs destroyed up to nine Japanese planes. A Helldiver pilot who had trouble during his dive flew over these revetments at low altitude and observed the damage. He reported that the camouflage of enemy planes in the field was extremely good, making targets difficult to locate.55 The six Hellcats on the mission dropped fragmentation bombs on dispersal areas while the eight Corsairs bombed aircraft parked near hangars as well as revetments.56 The Avengers, using their usual glide-bombing technique, bombed the northeast and west sides of the field, hitting several enemy aircraft.57

  As an alternative to the combined force of a single air group, larger attacks could also combine squadrons from several air groups, a large force intended to overwhelm enemy defenses. One hundred six planes took part in the early morning attack on Kasumigaura Airfield northeast of Tokyo: sixteen Hellcats from Air Groups 27, 50, and 88; seventeen Corsairs and twenty-seven Helldivers from Air Groups 85 and 88; and forty-six Avengers from all the air groups involved. The strike leader, Lieutenant Commander Wallace Sherrill of Air Group 85, led the Corsairs of VBF-85 to reconnoiter the assigned airfields, then rendezvoused with the main force just before the attack began. The American crews spotted Kasumigaura while they were still twenty miles away and the attack began as planes from Air Groups 50 and 85 dove on the field, followed closely by Air Groups 27 and 88 to overwhelm the defenders. Squadrons bombed different parts of the field packed with enemy planes, each starting their dives from different altitudes, varying from 12,000 to 8,000 feet to throw off Japanese antiaircraft gunners. Crewmen on the bombers threw out window to further confuse the radar that controlled the heavier AA guns.

  The Americans pulled out of their dives between 5,000 and 3,500 feet, higher than in the past because of the variable time, or VT, fused bombs they carried. This was an advantage to the Navy flyers since medium and light antiaircraft fire was less accurate at this higher altitude. Squadrons reported variable, less-accurate antiaircraft fire that only damaged a few planes. One pilot from VT-88 remarked that it was as if the Japanese gunners “closed their eyes and fired.” With no enemy fighters to oppose them, the Hellcats strafed antiaircraft positions, no doubt reducing the accuracy, if the not the volume, of fire that they could level at the American bombers. The Helldivers of VB-85, who dove together to their war cry “Let’s go, Dragons!” further disrupted the aim of antiaircraft gunners. VT-27 pilots reported that a smoke screen over the portion of the field they attacked, near the aircraft factory located next to the airfield, made it very difficult for crews to see how many planes were in the aircraft revetments they bombed. Close examination of strike photos taken during the attack later revealed ten twin-engine planes hidden in these revetments. The TBMs’ fragmentation bombs exploded directly over the revetments, undoubtedly damaging some planes. But among all the squadrons involved in this attack, crews could only claim seven enemy planes as definitely destroyed.

  The Corsairs had ammunition to spare on the return flight, so they strafed the enemy seaplane bases at Kashima and Shimazu, claiming three enemy aircraft destroyed. Because of the difficulty in determining the damage done to enemy aircraft by fragmentation bombs, from both photos and aerial observation during the attack, it was difficult to assess the damage inflicted on planes on an enemy airfield, particularly if they were not fueled and would not catch fire.58

  One of the Avengers from VT-85 had an officer with a voice recorder on the mission. He described the attack as it unfolded, also recording conversations between the crew of his Avenger as well as the chatter between planes. The recording was later broadcast in the United States.59
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  Between 8:30 and 10:45 AM another 126 Hellcats and eighty-five Corsairs took off from their carriers to continue sweeps and attacks against Tokyo-area airfields. Two Hellcats failed to return from these missions. Four Hellcats and eight Corsairs of Air Group 1 took off at 9:00 AM to hit several airfields. Dropping bombs on a group of ten planes identified from reconnaissance photos at Ishioka Airfield, they damaged them, but couldn’t claim any as destroyed as none caught fire. Moving on to Ishioka West Airfield, they rocketed and strafed planes in revetments, hitting one. The Americans took part in an oft-repeated coda to missions that summer, attacking targets of opportunity on the coast during the flight home. Two Corsair pilots strafed and sank a sampan, another damaged a barge, and a third “liquidated a lone hapless Jap fisherman and sank his twenty-foot boat.” Pilots reported antiaircraft fire as “moderate” during the mission, but none of the twelve fighters was damaged.60

  VF-88 lost a Hellcat, flown by Lieutenant (jg) Raymond Gonzalez, during another sweep of three Japanese airfields flown in tandem with Hellcats from VF-85. Yorktown’s Hellcats attacked Kashima Airfield, followed closely by Shangri-La’s Hellcats. Moderate antiaircraft fire made it inadvisable for the planes to stick around to assess the effect of the fragmentation bombs they dropped on aircraft revetments and dispersals, as well as antiaircraft positions. The few aircraft visible to them were obvious wrecks or dummies. Some Yorktown pilots, enthusiastic during their first combat mission, made another strafing pass, a practice not recommended by more experienced pilots when dropping fragmentation bombs.

  Following the bombing at Kashima, the flight turned to Imba Airfield, where they did find some operational aircraft to burn. Firing rockets and machine guns, a VF-88 pilot set one plane on fire, but couldn’t claim it as destroyed, while VF-85 made no claims. The airfield at Shiroi was the next stop. At this airfield, VF-85 destroyed a Betty bomber and one pilot strafed antiaircraft positions, silencing one. Yorktown pilots also dropped more fragmentation bombs on gun positions and revetments, fired more rockets on the latter, and set two planes on fire by strafing. Here flak damaged Gonzalez’s plane, leaving his belly gas tank dangling underneath his Hellcat. Ordered to return to the Yorktown with another Hellcat experiencing engine trouble, Gonzalez got as far as the destroyer radar pickets when he ran out of fuel. He ditched his fighter between two destroyers. One of them, USS Wadleigh, immediately picked him up safely.

  The level of resistance reported on this sweep varied between the two squadrons. Yorktown pilots on their first mission reported it as intense, while the more experienced VF-85 pilots, flying combat operations since May, described it as generally moderate. The fact that flak shot down a VF-88 Hellcat may also have influenced the squadron’s characterization of flak on the mission.61

  The other Hellcat lost was from VF-31, on a 10:00 AM strike to hit Kumagaya Airfield, northeast of Tokyo. Hit by “meager” flak while strafing the field, the pilot, Ensign E. H. Caywood, bailed out only 400 feet above the ground. His comrades saw his chute open just before he landed in a dry riverbed, but unfortunately he was killed. The squadron bombed camouflaged aircraft revetments during their first pass on the airfield, then returned for two more strafing passes. They set one enemy plane, hidden under trees and camouflage netting off the main airfield, on fire. One Hellcat strafed a train chugging along near the airfield during the attack, but inflicted little obvious damage.62

  Two minor but interesting incidents occurred during one of the second wave of strikes that took off between 8:30 and 10:45 AM that morning. The first involved an encounter with an American plane captured by the Japanese. Thirteen Hellcats of VF-49 flew a sweep to Koga and Tsukuba Airfields, also northeast of Tokyo. At the first field, Koga, half the Hellcats attacked Japanese aircraft parked on field, hitting a two-engine Betty bomber parked in the open that exploded when a bomb landed directly on it. The remaining Hellcats stayed at altitude to provide top cover during the bombing that also destroyed two more enemy planes parked in front of hangars. Roles then reversed as the top cover planes made their own attack on Tsukuba West Airfield, bombing revetments and aircraft dispersals, but with no obvious results. After leaving Tsukuba, on the flight home, the squadron observed aircraft parked on Miyakawa Airfield, so several Hellcats strafed the field. Close observation revealed the aircraft were not operational, but one looked to most pilots to be an American B-24 four-engine bomber, in characteristic Japanese brown and green camouflage. The circumstances of the bomber’s capture are unknown, but similar instances occurred in the Pacific and Europe during the war.63

  The other incident involved a Corsair pilot from USS Shangri-La. VBF-85 and VBF-88 bombed and strafed two enemy fields near Tokyo during their 10:45 AM strike. Facing moderate flak, the F4Us dropped bombs and strafed the field at Tokorozawa, with VBF-85 claiming five planes destroyed while Yorktown pilots hit hangars. Following the rendezvous after their first pass on Tokorozawa, the planes moved on to Irumagawa Airfield. Although none of the aircraft attacked burned, pilots thought they had destroyed five with their thorough strafing. The flight then returned to Tokorozawa for a third pass, strafing the field and hitting a Helen bomber.
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