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The highlight of my life was serving my country.


—Captain Jerry Yellin, U.S. Army Air Force, at the seventieth anniversary reunion of the battle of Iwo Jima, Iwo Jima, Bonin Islands, March 31, 2015









CAST OF CHARACTERS


CAPTAIN JERRY YELLIN, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from New Jersey. Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron Group Leader. Credited with one shoot-down. Flew last combat mission of World War II over Japan, six days after the second atomic bomb exploded over Nagasaki. Known as the “Last Fighter Pilot.”


FIRST LIEUTENANT PHILIP SCHLAMBERG, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from New York. Jerry Yellin’s wingman on the final combat mission of World War II. Killed on that final mission on August 15, 1945. Last known combat death of World War II. Great-uncle of the American movie star Scarlett Johansson.
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MAJOR GENERAL CURTIS E. LEMAY, U.S. Army Air Force—commanding general, XXI Bomber Command, Pacific Theatre beginning August 1944. Implemented the strategic plan for long range P-51 attacks against the Japanese homeland to be launched from Iwo Jima. Went on to become commander of USAF in Europe. Organized the Berlin Airlift in 1948. Later became chief of staff of the U.S. Air Force.


BRIGADIER GENERAL ERNEST M. “MICKEY” MOORE, U.S. Army Air Force—commanding general, Seventh Fighter Command, in command of all P-51 missions flown from Iwo Jima, Bonin Islands, against the Japanese homeland, from March of 1945 until the end of the war. Brig Gen Moore reported to Maj Gen LeMay.


COLONEL JAMES O. “JIM” BECKWITH, U.S. Army Air Force—commander, Fifteenth Fighter Group, which included the Forty-Fifth, Forty-Seventh and Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadrons (P-51s) and operated off Iwo Jima. Col Beckwith reported to Brig Gen Moore.


COLONEL KENNETH R. “KEN” POWELL, U.S. Army Air Force—commander, Twenty-First Fighter Group, the second Fighter Group to arrive on Iwo Jima, after the Fifteenth Fighter Group. The Twenty-First Fighter Group included the Forty-Sixth, Seventy-Second, and 531st Fighter Squadrons (P-51s) and operated off Iwo Jima. Col Powell reported to Brig Gen Moore.


COLONEL BRYAN B. HARPER, U.S. Army Air Force—commander, 506th Fighter Group, the third Fighter Group to arrive on Iwo Jima, which included the 457th, 458th, and 462nd Fighter Squadrons (P-51s). The 506th began arriving on Iwo Jima May 11, 1945. Col Harper reported to Brig Gen Moore.


LIEUTENANT COLONEL HARVEY JACKSON SCANDRETT, U.S. Army Air Force—deputy group commander, 506th Fighter Group. A veteran of ninety-five combat missions and winner of the Silver Star, and credited with two shoot-downs, Lt Col Scandrett would lead the young 506th Fighter Group on a combat mission against Japan on June 1, 1945. Killed during a monster storm that struck the 506th while in flight to Japan to execute a large-scale combat mission against the Japanese homeland. Prior to his death, Lt Col Scandrett reported to Col Harper.


MAJOR JAMES M. VANDE HEY—first commanding officer of Seventy-Eighth P-51 Fighter Squadron during initial missions against Japan. Later promoted to brigadier general, U.S. Air Force. Awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross and the Bronze Star, and credited with multiple shoot-downs of Japanese aircraft. Maj Vande Hey reported to Col Beckwith while commanding the Seventy-Eighth on Iwo Jima.


MAJOR JAMES TAPP, U.S. Army Air Force—commanding officer of Seventy-Eighth P-51 Fighter Squadron in its final missions against Japan, succeeding Major James Vande Hey, and the first American ace in the air war over Japan. Credited with four shoot-downs in a single day, April 7, 1945. Maj Tapp reported to Lt Col Dewitt Spain, who succeeded Col Beckwith as commander of Fifteenth Fighter Group. Maj Tapp became one of the most prolific American aces of World War II.


FIRST LIEUTENANT BEAVER ASHLEY KINSEL, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from San Antonio, Texas. Member of the Forty-Fifth Fighter Squadron. First P-51 pilot to lose his life operating from home base Iwo Jima. Died while in flight from suspected mechanical failure while on combat air patrol over the Pacific, March 17, 1945. Body never recovered.


MAJOR GILMER L. “BUCK” SNIPES, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from Anderson, South Carolina and commanding officer of the Forty-Seventh Fighter Squadron. Led the first P-51 attacks from Iwo Jima against Japanese ground forces in the Bonin Islands, prior to attacks on the Japanese homeland, in March of 1945.


CAPTAIN HARRY CRIM, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from Miami, Florida. Originally assigned to 531st Fighter Squadron, went on to become one the Air Force’s greatest aces. Scored more kills than any other P-51 pilot operating off Iwo Jima. Displayed heroism in defense against Japanese Banzai attack against Twenty-First Fighter Group, evening of March 25, 1945.


CAPTAIN ERNEST THOMAS, U.S. Army Air Force—P-61 “Black Widow” pilot. Along with his crew, shot down Japanese “Betty” bomber attacking Iwo Jima, evening of March 25, 1945.


DR. GEORGE HART, U.S. Army Medical Corps, of Lake Placid, NY—flight surgeon for the Forty-Sixth Fighter Squadron. The only medical officer on duty on the night of March 25, 1945 when the Twenty-First Fighter Squadron was attacked in their tents in a Japanese Banzai Attack. With Japanese bullets flying everywhere, heroically set up an emergency surgical facility in a bulldozed depression to perform immediate surgery of Army Air Force personnel ambushed by the Japanese.


MAJOR SAM HUDSON, U.S. Army Air Force—commanding officer of the 531st Fighter Squadron. Heroically organized a three-man search-and-rescue party during surprise Japanese Banzai Attack, while under fire, along with Capt Harry Crim and Lt Harry Koke, to quickly bring shot-up pilots to Dr. Hart for Emergency Surgery. Later wounded that night when he took a Japanese grenade at point-blank range. Was relieved as CO of the 531st because of severe injuries from the grenade, and replaced by Capt Harry Crim as commanding officer.


LIEUTENANT HARRY KOKE, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot, 531st Fighter Squadron. Along with Maj Sam Hudson, and Lt Harry Crim, saved pilots ambushed in Japanese Banzai attack the evening of March 25, 1945. Even after being shot himself, continued to rescue his fellow pilots.


TECHNICAL SERGEANT PHILIP JEAN, U.S. Army Air Force—technical sergeant from Texas, assigned to the 549th Night Fighter Squadron, who on the night of March 25, 1945, during the surprise Banzai attack on the Twenty-First Air Group, displayed great heroism by grabbing a Browning Automatic Rifle and single-handedly killing eleven Japanese, while remaining under fire himself. Later lost at sea on a ship coming home from the war. Body never recovered.


FIRST LIEUTENANT DANNY MATHIS Jr., U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from Augusta, Georgia. Clemson University ROTC Graduate 1944. Served as wingman to Capt Jerry Yellin on massive air raid against Japan, May 29, 1945. Killed in a monster storm while flying on mission to attack Japan, June 1, 1945.


FIRST LIEUTENANT DICK SCHROEPPEL, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from New Jersey. Shot down over Chichi Jima, Bonin Islands, July 3, 1945, while serving as wingman for Capt Jerry Yellin. Killed by Japanese machine gun fire while attempting to escape in an inflatable life raft.


CAPTAIN ROBERT B. RICHARDSON, U.S. Army Air Force of Irvine, Kentucky—pilot of U.S. Army OA-10 Catalina, the Army’s version of the Navy’s famous “Flying Boat.” Landed his aircraft in the waters off Chichi Jima on July 3, 1945, under heavy enemy fire, in a daring and dangerous rescue attempt of downed P-51 Pilot Dick Schroeppel.


CAPTAIN AL SHERREN, U.S. Army Air Force—P-51 pilot from Waterloo, Iowa. Killed in action on a strafing run against the Hyakurigahara Airfield, near Tokyo, July 8, 1945.


MAJOR BILL SOUTHERLAND, U.S. Army Air Force—former commanding officer of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron. Killed in mid-air collision over Hawaii, off Haleiwa on December 9, 1943. Maj Southerland died before his squadron made it to Iwo Jima.


FIRST LIEUTENANT HOWARD EDMONSON, U.S. Army Air Force, Forty-Seventh Fighter Squadron—P-47 pilot. Killed in an accident while flying a training mission over Hawaii, Spring 1944, just before the Seventy-Eighth transitioned to P-51s. Lt Edmonson died before his squadron made it to Iwo Jima.









FOREWORD BY CAPTAIN JERRY YELLIN


United States Army Air Force


On March 7, 1945, seventy-two years from the very day that I write these words, I sat in the cockpit of a P51-D Mustang fighter plane, flying at ten thousand feet above the western Pacific, cutting a northerly course through the sunny afternoon sky toward the red-hot island of Iwo Jima, where sixty-seven thousand American Marines were still locked in battle with thousands of Japanese troops. Just three weeks beyond my twenty-first birthday, I was in many ways still the Jewish kid who grew up in Jersey, just a few years removed from many fun-filled sandlot football and baseball games with my boyhood friends in my neighborhood. I was also the same Jewish kid who had later experienced my first taste of an unfathomable prejudice sweeping the world called anti-Semitism, from some of those same friends, a bitter pill that I did not understand.


But that afternoon, over the sun-sparkled waters of the Pacific, my mind was focused only on one thing: my mission.


I had not yet experienced the war, at least not in combat. But like so many young men of my generation, I wanted to get into the fight. I wanted to repay the Japanese for what they had done to our Navy at Pearl Harbor. Now, it was my turn.


We were the men of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron, of the Fifteenth Fighter Group, of the Seventh Fighter Command, of the U.S. Army Air Force. Our first assignment was to land on Iwo Jima, a pork-chop-shaped island of only eight square miles, in the midst of flying bullets and exploding mortars. We would become the air vanguard that would execute the final phase of the war against Japan. Our first role was to help the marines on the island by flying close-air support combat missions against twenty-one thousand Japanese troops who still occupied two-thirds of the island. Those missions would occupy the first thirty days of our mission on Iwo Jima.


Next, once the Japanese were finally defeated on Iwo Jima, our mission would be to provide fighter cover for the B-29s on long-range bombing runs from the Mariana Islands to Japan, and we would also strike and attack Japanese targets in the air and on the ground.


As my fighter approached Iwo Jima that first day, I looked out the glass canopy covering my cockpit and saw other members of my squadron, the “Bushmasters” of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron. Most of these pilots were as young as me, and many were younger. Some were in their teens, entrusted alone in the cockpit of a P-51 by their country. Most of us had not yet seen combat. Some could not even drive a car, but all were given the confidence of their country to pilot what was at the time the world’s most sophisticated fighter plane. Now, that might seem incredible to ponder. But then, it was simply our duty.


None of us knew how long our mission would be. But we knew that it would be a deadly mission. We knew this from the beginning. We were all volunteers. No one was drafted into the Air Corps, later renamed the Army Air Forces. And many who volunteered had not made it this far. I had already lost the lives of five of my squadron buddies on training missions over Hawaii. The death of these five men struck hard. But there would be more loss of life. We all knew this from the beginning, but we were fully prepared to make that sacrifice for the United States.


On August 15, 1945, five months and eight days after that first flight to Iwo Jima, I was flying a combat mission over Tokyo. Six days had passed since President Truman ordered a second atomic bomb dropped, this time on Nagasaki, on August 9. For the men of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter squadron, and for all the pilots flying off Iwo Jima, we had hoped that the second bomb on August 9 would end the war and that we would never have to fly another mission in combat.


The president gave the Japanese an opportunity to surrender. We had been ordered to stand down. But August 10 passed, and still, the Japanese refused to surrender. So we were ordered back into the skies, with orders to resume striking Japanese targets-of-opportunity on the Japanese homeland, and to keep attacking until they surrendered.


My wingman that day was a nineteen-year-old Jewish kid from Brooklyn named First Lieutenant Philip Schlamberg. Phil had a life full of promise and opportunity in front of him. The valedictorian of Abraham Lincoln High School in Brooklyn, Phil’s service-entrance test scores were among the very highest in the history of the Army. Because of our common Jewish heritage, and because he was one of our younger pilots, I had naturally taken Phil under my wing.


On the morning of our final flight, Phil had a premonition that he was going to lose his life. Phil had flown in combat before. But this mission had a different feel for him. I had found that whenever a pilot had a premonition, that premonition was usually right. I approached our commanding officer, Major Jim Tapp, about grounding Phil for the flight and substituting another wingman. But Phil would have none of it. He was determined to fly the mission, premonition or no premonition.


It happened shortly after we had attacked an airfield over Tokyo just after noon. We had avoided being hit by antiaircraft fire up to that point, but I was worried about Phil. I told him to stay tight on my wing, and that he would be okay. And he had done just that. We hit the field, and then climbed into a cloud embankment, with Phil flying tight in beside me. When I emerged from the clouds a few minutes later, Phil was gone. I never saw him again.


When I landed back on Iwo Jima, I learned that the war had been over for several hours, and the emperor had announced cessation of hostilities, even as we attacked that airfield. Phil and I never received the broadcast code on our radios signifying the war’s end.


Phil Schlamberg, as it turned out, would take his place in history as the last-known combat death of World War II, and together, Phil and I had flown the final combat mission of the war.


History sometimes serves fascinating slices of irony. With the news emerging in 1945 of the Nazi atrocities against Jews half a world away, how ironic that the war’s final mission would be flown by a couple of Jewish pilots from New York and New Jersey, and that the final combat life in the defense of freedom would be laid down by a teenage Jewish fighter pilot who had not yet learned to even drive a car.


The Last Fighter Pilot, by Don Brown, is not only my story during the final six months of the air war against Japan from Iwo Jima, but is also the story of many brave fighter pilots with whom I served, the overwhelming majority of whom are long since gone. I lost sixteen of my fellow squadron pilots during the war, men who I knew personally, and eleven of them were killed during the final phase of the air war from Iwo Jima. Most of the others have long since passed into eternity. Now, at the age of ninety-three, I am left standing to speak on their behalf. Our story needs to be told, for the sake of fully completing the history of the war.


I have said that the greatest honor of my life is to have served my country. Now, just three weeks past my ninety-third birthday, I remain standing for my fellow pilots. And still, the greatest honor of my life is to have served with these men, and to have served my country.


                                 Jerry Yellin


                                 Captain, U.S. Army Air Force


                                 Orlando, Florida


                                 March 7, 2017









FOREWORD BY MELANIE SLOAN


IN LOVING MEMORY


First Lieutenant Philip Schlamberg


United States Army Air Force


EDITOR’S NOTE—First Lieutenant Phil Schlamberg, U.S. Army Air Force, who lost his life over Tokyo on August 15, 1945, is the last known combat death of World War II, cut down after a final raid on a Tokyo air field while flying as Jerry Yellin’s wingman. Phil was the youngest of ten children of Jewish-Polish immigrants in New York. He was born on the lower east side of Manhattan before moving to a poor section of Coney Island in Brooklyn, where he graduated from high school as valedictorian of his class before volunteering for the Army Air Corps. Only nineteen years old when he was killed, Lieutenant Schlamberg is memorialized on the Tablets of the Missing at the Honolulu Memorial, in the National Cemetery of the Pacific.


Melanie Sloan, the talented American film producer, actress, and talent manager, who is also the mother of the great American actresses Scarlett and Vanessa Johansson, is Phil Schlamberg’s surviving niece. In this foreword, Melanie pens a loving tribute to her uncle, the man her father affectionately nicknamed “Phelly,” who now takes his rightful place in history as the final combat death in the greatest war the world has ever known.


[image: ]


I can tell you that I used to wonder why my dad always cried when he mentioned his baby brother. They had a tremendous bond, being two out of ten children. Phil used to follow my dad in this annoying way a little brother sometimes does.


They almost drowned together in the Atlantic when they were kids growing up in Coney Island. I didn’t understand the depth of his pain until after my dad died and I decided to look into my Uncle Phil’s army records through the Freedom of Information Act. I found out he was a genius with the highest IQ ever measured in the Army/Air Corps, and was a guitarist, harmonica player, a comedian, a brilliant writer, and a gentle, sensitive soul.


I have a very strong bond with my dad and still feel his presence and likewise my Uncle Phil. Out of ten kids they had at least seven valedictorians and a plaque at Abraham Lincoln High School. Phil’s report cards were through the roof and he got a hundred on every Regents exam. They had a very tough life. Their mom was on public assistance after my abusive grandfather deserted the family so they tried to make a few dollars for their mom by peddling ice cream on the beach while trying to evade the cops. My dad slept on the fire escape.


No one in my dad’s family ever got over his death. He was the great hope of the Schlamberg Family. It killed my Grandmother Mollie.


Her baby had vanished into thin air and was declared dead after the armistice was signed with Japan. Who could make sense of it? Having a book written in his honor is a dream come true. Phil was a hero after all. He insisted on going on this last mission even with his premonition of death. I cry now sometimes thinking of my dad and Phil and the lost promise of his youth. I see him in the pure goodness and sweet smile of my son Hunter.


Despite the hard life, they all set the bar very high. I often wonder how it’s possible without any guidance they were able to grow up and mature with character, strong morals, ethical standards, and a sense of purpose and duty during this time. This really was the greatest generation!


             Melanie Sloan


             New York


             March 7, 2017









HISTORICAL FOOTNOTE


The Aftermath of World War II


Like scattered hot embers popping in the glow of a dying fire pit, the long aftermath of World War II brought a smattering of skirmishes from a small handful of former enemy forces who either had not gotten the message that the war was over or, for a while, stubbornly refused to lay down their arms. This phenomenon of flickering resistance had occurred in the wake of every major war, including the American Civil War, the War of 1812, and World Wars I and II.


In Europe, for example, after the German Army had surrendered, and after the fall of Berlin, there was the strange battle for Castle Itter, where American forces actually fought alongside a ragtag group of Wehrmacht soldiers who, days before, had been the enemy of the American Army. Because the German Army had already surrendered, the Germans voluntarily joined the Americans to battle against Nazi SS forces who were trying to assassinate French dignitaries holed up in the castle. This skirmish at Castle Itter, fought on May 5, 1945, erupted five days after Hitler’s suicide, and after the German Army had surrendered in Austria, Berlin, and Italy. With the surrender of the German Army and the fall of Berlin, the war was over in Europe, though the shooting erupted two days before formal surrender papers were finally signed.


In Japan, reports surfaced of disorganized Japanese forces firing at a few U.S. Navy aircraft over Japanese waters, even after the emperor had announced Japan’s surrender.


Long after World War II ended, rare reports of disorganized resistance lingered for decades, with isolated Japanese soldiers fighting on in the jungles of the Pacific. Perhaps the best-known of these was Sergeant Shoichi Yokoi, who was found in 1972, in Guam, twenty-seven years after the war ended. Believing his life to be in danger, Sergeant Yokoi actually attacked his discoverers. Two years later, the last surviving Japanese soldier holding out, Second Lieutenant Hiroo Onoda, surrendered in 1974 in the Philippines.


While these minuscule pockets of resistance diminished over time, historians agree that World War II ended at noon in Tokyo, on August 15, 1945, local time (August 14 in the United States), when Emperor Hirohito took to the radio airways to announce Japan’s acceptance of the terms of the Potsdam Declaration, which called for its total surrender. As the emperor began his four-minute announcement on national radio, Captain Jerry Yellin and First Lieutenant Phil Schlamberg were carrying out their final strike against a Tokyo airfield, making their historic airstrike the last known combat mission of the war, and minutes later, making Phil Schlamberg the last combat death of the war. After that, all Allied combat operations ceased, the war was over, and fate had carved the names of Yellin and Schlamberg forever into the granite annals of world history.


“Duty, honor, country: Those three hallowed words reverently dictate what you ought to be, what you can be, what you will be. They are your rallying point to build courage when courage seems to fail, to regain faith when there seems to be little cause for faith, to create hope when hope becomes forlorn.”


                            —General Douglas MacArthur,


                                      General of the Army,


                                      Supreme Commander,


                                      South West Pacific Theatre of


                                      World War II.









PREFACE


Springtime in America


During the spring and summer of 1945 in America, a mix of joy and apprehension swept the land.


Nine months after General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s “Great Crusade” for the liberation of Europe, images of American boys storming the beaches at Normandy sparked a new, electric excitement that jolted the national consciousness. The Allied victory there and the suicide of Adolf Hitler, followed by the final surrender of Nazi Germany, buoyed this optimism, for the end of the war in Europe seemed at hand. On May 8, by happenstance the birthday of new U.S. president Harry S. Truman, thousands of Americans cheered in the streets, reveling under confetti-laced showers along tickertape parade routes in Chicago, Miami, Los Angeles, and New York’s Times Square as they marked the final conquest of Europe. Across the Atlantic, people were also celebrating in the great capitals of America’s allies. As Winston Churchill’s powerful voice pronounced absolute victory over Nazi Germany, President Truman declared VE Day to be “the greatest birthday present” that he had ever received.


The jubilant frenzy was for good reason: no more GIs would die in the Kasserine Pass, Sicily, the Ardennes, Normandy, the Hurtgen Forest, and dozens of other places throughout Europe and North Africa that, before 1942, most Americans had never heard of. Yet beneath the veneer of the public celebration, the cruel reminder of war’s cost still lurked: two hundred fifty thousand Americans had perished in Europe. And apprehension remained over the prospect of an even bloodier war looming in the Pacific. As brutal as the war in Europe had been, defeating Axis ally Japan was projected to cost another one million American lives, meaning four times as many American soldiers would die in the Pacific as had been lost in Europe.


In March of 1945, as Americans from coast to coast awaited the final fall of the Nazis, a heroic group of young pilots on the other side of the world dug themselves into musty foxholes. On a lava-splashed hellhole called Iwo Jima, captured with the spilled blood of seven thousand U.S. Marines, the pilots of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron, many of whom had not yet seen combat, prepared for their final rendezvous with destiny. Their impending aerial assault on Japan would lay the groundwork for the Allies’ planned invasion of the island—potentially the bloodiest ground battle the world had ever known. Flying escort to an armada of American Superfortress bombers, they would rain hell on the Japanese capital, and more Japanese would die in Tokyo from their attacks than would later die at Hiroshima. But the missions would prove deadly for these American pilots as well; in fact, many had resigned themselves to the certainty of death even before the engines on their P-51 Mustangs roared in battle. Several would perish in the cruel waters of the western Pacific as vibrant young men, their hope and future abruptly sacrificed on the altar of freedom. The survivors would continue to battle the Japanese even after the last atomic bomb blast against Nagasaki on August 9.


Their story is the final chapter of the greatest war the world has ever known, and the war’s history is not complete until it is told: the heroic deeds of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron, culminating in the final combat mission flown by the man who would become the last living fighter pilot of World War II.









CHAPTER 1


The Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron


Ten thousand feet above the Western Pacific—Approaching Iwo Jima


March 7, 1945


They sliced through a sun-splashed afternoon sky at ten thousand feet above the waters of the western Pacific. It was early March 1945, and they flew together in clusters of four known as “flights,” with the smaller, four-plane groups making up larger squadrons of sixteen. Altogether, they totaled sixty-four American warplanes headed due north at a steady course of 360 degrees. The machines roared together in a thunderous chorus—a frightening and deadly sound for anyone who might be listening from the waters below.


They were the pilots of the Seventy-Eighth Fighter Squadron of the Fifteenth Fighter Group, part of the Seventh Fighter Command of the Twentieth United States Army Air Force. They sat in the cockpits of their powerful P-51D Mustangs, the most formidable fighter planes in the world at the time. With their sleek bubble canopies and aerodynamic fuselages, the planes posed a terrifying sight and packed the firepower to rain down hell from the air.


Yet despite the technological superiority of the aircraft, many of the highly trained men who flew them had not yet seen combat; they knew the war only through pictures, or War Department newsreels. Most of these pilots had arrived in Hawaii after Pearl Harbor and served in what became known as the “Pineapple Air Force,” where their principal military assignment was the defense of the Hawaiian Islands against another attack by the Empire of Japan.


That attack never came.


Still, the pilots of the Seventy-Eighth had trained ad nauseam for battle, practicing simulated dogfights against one another, strafing targets on the ground and at sea, studying the tactics of their Japanese opponents, and counting the minutes till they could join the fight.


Eventually, they got their wish, which had sent them on this voyage through the sky in early March. Their destination: Iwo Jima, where many of their countrymen’s lives had already been lost, with more to follow in the days ahead.


Now on the last leg of their flight, the warbirds soared across the Pacific in their “four finger” formations, so called because when viewed from above, the position of the four planes would match the tips of a man’s fingers (excluding the thumb). Out front, where the tip of the longest finger would be, flew the designated flight leader, whose role in combat was to spearhead the attack on enemy aircraft and targets on the ground. Flying to his left and a little behind was the wingman, tasked with defending the flight leader against attacks from the left side or behind the squadron. To the right of both, or the tip of the ring finger, a third pilot, known as the element leader, positioned his aircraft. The element leader, like the flight leader, assumed an offensive role—he would attack airborne aircraft and ground targets, but deferred to the flight leader when the group first opened fire. Flying behind and to his right (the tip of the “pinkie”), the element leader’s wingman, just like the flight leader’s wingman, played a defensive role by protecting the squadron against assault from the rear or the right flank.
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When viewed from above, the position of the four planes matches the tips of a man’s four fingers, thus the phrase “four finger” formation.





This four-plane flight would join three other such flights in the air to form a sixteen-plane squadron, which provided a canopy of fighter protection for larger, slower bombers that might otherwise fall easy prey to Japanese or German fighter ambushes. Each group of four had a color designation within the squadron, usually Red Flight, Blue Flight, Yellow Flight and Green Flight.


That afternoon, flying in the element leader position of the Blue Flight, First Lieutenant Jerry Yellin sat alone in the cockpit of his P-51. His plane had been nicknamed the Dorrie R after a girl, Doris Rosen, with whom he’d fallen in love back home and hoped to marry as soon as the war ended. He’d met Doris on his first weekend of leave from Army flight training at Santa Ana Army Air Base in Orange County, California. Glamorous, beautiful, and slim, she was a shade taller than he, with flowing brown hair and long legs. Jerry had taped her picture onto the instrument panel in the cockpit. Yet he knew, as he glanced down at the vast, sparkling waters of the great blue Pacific, that if he were ever to see the real Doris again, he would have to find a way to survive the war.
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These “four finger” formations would join to create a “four finger” squadron of sixteen warplanes.





Inside the cockpit that afternoon, it was memories that kept him company—not just of his sweetheart, but also of his childhood in Hillside, New Jersey. As a skinny Jewish kid, he’d faced sporadic anti-Semitism growing up and often felt that he had something to prove. One horrible day, with anti-Semitism on the rise in America, he’d discovered the garage of his home painted with the words “Jew” and “Nazi” and his house covered with swastikas. The vandalism happened only a few months after his twelfth birthday. Life had been normal when he went to bed the night before, but the morning brought none of the joy and excitement of being a twelve-year-old boy in the summer of 1936. Instead, Jerry and his family woke up, shocked and stunned, to images that would remain with them forever. Not long after the incident, the friends Jerry used to play baseball with turned on him and called him a “cowardly Jew like the rest of them.”


Jerry had never understood prejudice growing up. Sure, the kids in his neighborhood came in all sizes and shapes, and all had different abilities. But that did not make one kid superior to the other. Up till that fateful summer of 1936, he had been like any other boy—a decent athlete, playing second base on his school baseball team and quarterback on the football team. He’d never given a second thought to being Jewish. His family, in fact, didn’t practice Judaism. They’d never belonged to a temple nor lived in a Jewish neighborhood. What had suddenly changed now, that he would go from being just like any other boy on the block to a sudden pariah, an instant outcast that no one wanted to associate with?


He would never find the answer to that question.


But one thing he did know, from that point on: he would have to be stronger, smarter, work harder, and perform at a higher level than everyone else. He would have to prove strong enough to overcome any prejudice that immediately threatened to push him aside.


And, so far, he had. Those were pleasant memories: the day he received his commission as a United States Army officer, his acceptance into flight school, the ensuing triumph of getting his wings. He’d ultimately been selected not just as a pilot, but a fighter pilot, placing him among the crème de la crème of aviators worldwide. Each step had culminated in the triumphant events of the last week of July, 1944, which Jerry would never forget.
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