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RAAF Operations in the Korean War is one of ten books by Owen Zupp. His first book, Down to Earth, was published in 2006 by Grub Street (UK). His biography about his father, titled Without Precedent, has been even more widely acclaimed. An award-winning aviation writer, his work has been featured in magazines around the globe including FlyPast (UK), Airliner World (UK), Aviation History (US), Plane & Pilot (US), Global Aviator (South Africa) and Australian Aviation. Owen has won Australasian Aviation Press Club awards and is an airline captain with more than 35 years’ flight experience. He is also an officer in the RAAF Reserve.




SERIES FOREWORD


The Australian Air Campaign Series produced by Air Force’s History and Heritage Branch will focus on four sub-series themed book titles:




•Campaigns, Operations and Battles,


•Capability and Technology,


•Bases and Airfields, and


•People.





These themed titles are intended to explore specific facets of the Air Force from its inception in 1921. What they will reveal are unique insights, providing the reader with a greater appreciation and deeper understanding of those aspects that have shaped the Air Force’s history and heritage.


Importantly, each of these publications will be sourced from official records and research, often including first-hand accounts. While these publications are endorsed for studies in military history, the range of topics will provide an ideal conduit for the broadest of audiences, to pursue and learn more about the many aspects that have contributed to the development of Australia’s Air Force.


Apart from becoming a significant point of reference, these publications will ultimately acknowledge the bravery, ingenuity, resilience – in essence, the service and sacrifice which is the hallmark of those who have served and continue to serve in the Air Force.


Robert Lawson OAM
Air Commodore
Director-General History and Heritage – Air Force
August 2023




FOREWORD


Following World War Two, the Royal Australian Air Force maintained a presence in Japan as part of the British Commonwealth Occupation Forces until this role drew to a close in 1950. With their aircraft prepared for the sea voyage home, personnel enjoyed a final party on the eve of their departure for Australia. On the Korean Peninsula, the Korean People’s Army gathered north of the 38th Parallel, then moved south across the border. A few hours later, a phone call to the RAAF base at Iwakuni called for the Mustangs of No 77 Squadron to be reactivated and readied for operations.


The party was over; they would not be shipping home – the Korean War had begun.


Over the next three years, the Royal Australian Air Force would serve with distinction in a broad range of operations alongside other members of the United Nations Command as the conflict moved north and south over the length of the peninsula. Their combined efforts would draw high praise, with 77 Squadron being awarded the Republic of Korea Presidential Unit Citation, and current members of the squadron are still entitled to wear the insignia.


Throughout my career, I continued to learn and better understand the significance of Australia’s contribution to the ‘Forgotten War’. Representing the RAAF at a reunion of the Chosin Few, I met 2,500 remaining veterans of the US 1st Marine Division who, after being encircled by Chinese forces, bravely fought a 17-day brutal battle of survival. Throughout the reunion, I was told time and time again of 77 Squadron’s significant contribution to their survival. Later, as Chief of Defence Force, I was privileged to be briefed by a junior pilot from 102 Squadron, Republic of Korea Air Force about 77 Squadron’s exploits and sacrifices in helping save his nation. Most moving for me though, was sitting with an Australian veteran at The War Memorial of Korea in the middle of modern day Seoul, a vibrant city that had grown out of the rubble. The veteran was in tears, remembering back to 1952, his mates, the losses – and all he could say was ‘it was worth it.’


While the Korean War has been, on occasions, overshadowed by the world war that preceded it, the conflict represented a significant chapter in the evolution of today’s Air Force. Beyond being the first Commonwealth air force to fly on operations during the Korean War, the RAAF both entered the jet age in 1951 and achieved its final air combat victory in 1953. The war gave rise to a number of pilots who would ultimately lead the RAAF in the future, and the lessons learnt would provide the impetus to create the fighter combat instructor course.


These achievements and advancements came at a heavy cost, with more than 40 personnel paying the supreme sacrifice. Including those pilots serving on exchange from the Royal Air Force, it is a number that represents a loss rate of around one in four pilots who served. This book pays tribute to them, many of whom have no known grave.


It is an honour to provide the foreword to this book by Owen Zupp and through its words recognise those who served with the RAAF in the Korean War. Their significant contribution should never be forgotten.


Air Chief Marshal
Mark Binskin, AC (Retd)




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Royal Australian Air Force’s involvement in the Korean War has always been of personal interest to me. My father, then Sergeant Phillip Zupp, flew 201 missions with No 77 Squadron. His fading photographs and tattered logbook fascinated me from a young age, as did the blue nylon flying suit, curiously with a United States Air Force and winged insignia emblazoned upon the shoulder.


In researching this book, I delved into the Unit History Sheets, Tactical Reports, Pilot Narratives and numerous texts; the names on the pages were familiar. They were gentlemen from my boyhood in whose company I had silently listened and, in manhood, continued to listen to and even share a scone or a beer with on occasions.


My research also further reinforced my belief that, in writing, it is always more difficult to be concise than it is to be expansive.


The squadron’s operations provided an appropriate vehicle by which to steer the chronology of the RAAF involvement in Korea, but the contribution of the RAAF was greater than that of a single unit. In this book, every armourer, mechanic, clerk, nurse, chaplain, airman and officer deserves mention by name for their efforts in a conflict that has often been overlooked. However, in the interests of conciseness, that is not possible.


As such, any oversight on my part is in no way reflective of the RAAF personnel who served so admirably through the Korean War. To all who served and to those that waited at home, this book is humbly dedicated.


Owen Zupp


June 2022




PROLOGUE


In the record of world events, the Korean War was caught between the enormity of the Second World War and the controversy of Vietnam. Although it may have slipped through the cracks of history for some, it represented a major global shift as two opposing ideologies squared off in 1950 and the Cold War heated up. The fledgling United Nations (UN) was called to act and validate its existence in a world witnessing the dawn of the nuclear age.


Australia was one of 51 founding members of the UN, of which 21 were committed to supporting South Korea. At the outbreak of the Korean War, Australia became the first country after the United States to commit units from all three of its military services. Within days of the North Koreans surging south across the 38th Parallel, the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) was flying missions to Korea from its base at Iwakuni in Japan.


In the ensuing three years, the RAAF came to gain respect among its peers and the attention of the opposing military powers. A relatively small aerial force overall, No 30 Communication Unit (later No 30 Transport Unit and then No 36 Squadron) and No 77 Squadron served in a range of valuable operational roles throughout the conflict, ably supported by No 491 Maintenance Squadron and No 391 (Base) Squadron.


When the war reached a crisis point, with UN forces pinned down at Pusan and under threat of being pushed off the peninsula and into the sea, the RAAF was at the epicentre. When the wounded needed to be repatriated to Japan, the RAAF Nursing Service and the C-47s crisscrossed the Sea of Japan. And when air power shifted into the jet age, the RAAF was there to not only witness the transition but to innovate.


This concise history of the RAAF’s involvement in the Korean War uses the operations of No 77 Squadron as a timeline against which the course of the war can be logically tracked but casts the net wider to examine the roles of the transport unit, the nurses, the ground crews, the pilots who became prisoners of war, and those who still have no known resting place. The Korean War thrust the RAAF both into the Cold War and the fledgling concept of limited war where strategy was devised within the limitations of policy. Its transition into a jet fighting force was not without challenges and losses, although ultimately a generation of Air Force leaders emerged from the ranks of sergeant pilots and junior officers who underwent their baptism of fire on the Korean Peninsula. Many of the lessons learned in air combat over Korea created a legacy that endures today in the form of No 2 Operational Conversion Unit and the Fighter Combat Instructor course.


When North Korea invaded the South on 25 June 1950, the RAAF was already held in high regard by members of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force and the United States Air Force. Involved from the first days of the war, through to the Armistice three years later, that reputation was only enhanced. This book is a tribute to those who served and particularly to those who did not return.




Chapter 1


LAND OF THE MORNING CALM
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The Korean Peninsula highlighting United Nations airfields, ‘MiG Alley’ and the 38th Parallel.


The Korean people best know their land as Chosun, or the ‘land of the morning calm’. The Korean Peninsula extends south like a pistol grip from its northern border with China, marked by the Yalu and Tumen rivers. To its east, across the Sea of Japan, lies Japan, closer than Sydney is to Canberra.


It is a land of devastatingly rugged terrain with jagged ridgelines, deep valleys and numerous peaks towering beyond 5,000 feet (1,524 metres). Through the stifling summer heat, visibility is corrupted by haze and, in the sub-zero winter, the snow masks geographic features from the air. It was not a landscape that welcomed the RAAF pilots who had ventured north from their wide, brown land.


The line that today divides the Korean Peninsula at the 38th Parallel belies the greater portion of Korean history. Predominantly rural in its existence and isolated in its global philosophy, for centuries Korea had been unified, albeit with internal feuds between ruling families. Japan twice invaded its shores in the 16th century, but it was the progressive inroads made in the late 19th century that would ultimately carry the greatest impact.


From 1876, Japan continued to escalate its influence and military presence in Korea until 1910 when the Japan–Korea Annexation Treaty was signed, formally placing Korea under Japanese rule. It was a situation that would continue until Japan’s defeat in 1945 and give rise to growing resentment among the Korean population. This unrest initially stemmed from the Japanese progressively displacing Korean landowners from their farms, reducing them from owners to tenants and calling for substantial taxes to be paid. Furthermore, when Japan suffered a rice shortage in 1918, it drew upon Korean rice production to the detriment of the peasant population. While Korea’s agriculture predominantly lay in the south, the north of the country was rich in mineral deposits of coal, iron and limestone.


In the late 1930s, as Japan geared up for war, it increasingly used the native population as forced labour in factories and mines, with many thousands dying. The harsh existence under Japanese rule only descended further into misery during the years of the Second World War with the infamous drafting of thousands of Korean women into brothels across Asia to serve the Japanese military as ‘comfort women’. With the war in a desperate state for the Japanese, Korean men were drafted into the Japanese military from 1944.


Between the detonation of the atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945, the USSR declared war on Japan, with troops rapidly advancing through Manchuria, where the Japanese had defeated the Russian Army in 1905. Recognising the first strides of the communist advance could result in the entire peninsula falling under Russian rule, the United States hastily sought to stake its claim in Korea and halt the southward progression of Soviet forces. Using a National Geographic map, two United States colonels, who would both later serve as the Secretary of State, opted for a model similar to the division of Germany into occupied zones.


For this purpose, they selected the 38th Parallel north line of latitude, which divided Korea close to midway geographically. Importantly, the traditional capital of Seoul fell in the southern United States-aligned sector, along with the greater proportion of arable land. The Soviets agreed to the proposal; significantly, no Koreans were consulted on the planned division and governance of their homeland.


It was originally seen as a short-term solution. Korea would be self-governed; towards this goal, two Korean leaders emerged, each backed by their respective sponsors. In the Soviet North, Kim Il Sung had been a guerrilla fighter against the Japanese occupation. In the US-backed South, it was Syngmann Rhee who had been imprisoned for anti-Japanese activities before escaping to the United States in 1904. Both men had returned to Korea from exile and envisioned a unified Korea.


In the South in 1948, Rhee was elected as the first President of the Republic of Korea, a position he would hold until 1960. North of the parallel, Kim Il Sung became the first Premier of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, a position he would hold until his death in 1994, albeit with a change in title to President in 1972.


To this backdrop, Kim Il Sung believed there was unrest within the South Korean Army and that the population would welcome reunification of the peninsula, even if it was under the communist North. In 1949, he sought Josef Stalin’s support to invade the South but the Russian leader was hesitant. The Chinese People’s Liberation Army, which could support such an act, was still involved in a civil war within its borders. However, by 1950 the situation had changed and Stalin contemplated an invasion of South Korea. He believed the United States would not become involved in a potential nuclear confrontation for the sake of the distant Korean Peninsula.


In February 1950, Stalin and Mao Zedong signed the Sino–Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance and Mutual Assistance which provided China with both military and economic aid. In April, Stalin authorised Kim Il Sung to invade the South but only if he could garner the support of China and in the knowledge that Russia would not directly participate in combat. When Kim Il Sung met with Mao, the Chinese leader was desperate to retain the Russian aid provided by the treaty and agreed to support the North Korean plan.


Despite Stalin stating Russians would not be involved in combat, experienced Soviet military advisors were sent to assist North Korea with planning. Ultimately, Russian pilots would not only train Chinese and North Korean pilots but actively, and anonymously, fly combat missions and duel with United Nations pilots.


Throughout June 1950, border skirmishes took place along the 38th Parallel as Kim Il Sung positioned his troops north of the parallel in preparation for the advance southward. On 25 June 1950, approximately 100,000 North Korean People’s Army (NKPA)* troops crossed the 38th Parallel and the Korean War began.


The United Nations was now confronted with its first substantial challenge since its inception in October 1945. On 27 June 1950, the United Nations Security Council declared North Korea’s actions constituted a breach of the peace and adopted Resolution 83, recommending United Nations members provide military assistance to South Korea. Russia could have vetoed the resolution but was not in attendance as it was boycotting the proceedings in protest of Taiwan’s nationalist government occupying China’s seat on the council rather than Mao’s People’s Republic of China.


The next day, Seoul fell to the NKPA and, on 2 July 1950, North American P-51 Mustangs of No 77 Squadron RAAF flew their first missions of the Korean War.





*Officially the North Korean forces were known as the Korean People’s Army (KPA), but NKPA was also in use and is included here to ensure distinction.




Chapter 2


POST-WAR RAAF – BCOF


In February 1946, the divisions between North and South Korea were already deepening. The chasm between Russian and American policies in their respective zones led to an increasing division of the population such that, by May, a permit was required for Koreans to pass between North and South. The beginning of 1946 also saw the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) begin its commitment to the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) in Japan.


In the aftermath of the Second World War, the Allied nations sought to enforce the unconditional surrender Japan had signed in September 1945; this formed the primary task of the BCOF. It called for oversight of the repatriation of Japanese servicemen and the discovery and destruction of wartime materiel.


The BCOF drew upon military contingents from across the Commonwealth, including Great Britain, India, Canada, New Zealand and Australia. Contributions of land, sea and air forces combined under a leadership commanded by an officer of the Australian Army, in the first instance, Lieutenant General John Northcott.
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The badge worn by members of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force. (Australian War Memorial)


The air force component of the BCOF was known as the British Commonwealth Air Forces of Occupation – Japan (BCAIR) and comprised units from the RAAF, Royal Air Force (RAF), Royal Indian Air Force and the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF). The RAAF’s initial contribution was No 81 Fighter Wing and its three Mustang fighter squadrons – 76, 77 and 82. These units were based at Bofu (Hōfu) Airfield in the Yamaguchi Prefecture, 90 kilometres to the south-west of Hiroshima, as the initial choice of Iwakuni Airfield was near capacity with RAF and RNZAF units already in place.


The three squadrons had relocated to Bofu from Labuan, Borneo, in March 1946, where they had been based since the cessation of hostilities. In a substantial three-stage journey, the Mustangs first flew to Clark Field in the Philippines, then Naha Airfield, Okinawa, before the final long overwater stage to Japan. Sadly, three Mustangs of No 82 Squadron, in company with their Mosquito escort aircraft, were lost in inclement weather during the final stage to Bofu on 18 March.


The three fighter squadrons had been preceded by the members of No 381 (Base) Squadron which had been formed in January 1946 at Labuan under the command of Wing Commander Jack R Kinninmont DFC and Bar. Created to provide logistical and administrative support, the unit travelled by ship to Japan, arriving in Kure Bay on 21 February. Also departing in advance of the Mustangs were No 481 Maintenance Squadron and No 5 Airfield Construction Squadron (5ACS).


The first Mustang to land in Japan was that of 81 Wing’s commanding officer, Wing Commander Glen Cooper DFC. From their base in Bofu, the wing undertook surveillance and patrol sorties as a component of BCAIR. Overflying the various prefectures, the Mustangs sought to locate remaining weapons and ordnance yet to be found. Patrolling the Inland Sea of Japan, the RAAF flew in support of the Royal Australian Navy to intercept smuggling operations of both goods and Korean immigrants to Japan. Spraying DDT insecticide over areas manned by the BCOF also fell to No 77 Squadron.
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A Mustang serving with the BCOF over Iwakuni. (Ces Sly)


Weather provided a constant obstacle, ranging from low cloud and rain to the occurrence of typhoons. By mid-1946, 5ACS was constantly challenged with keeping the runway at Bofu serviceable; in the absence of adequate hardstands for parking and hangars for maintenance, No 481 Squadron performed admirably to keep the Mustangs operational under difficult conditions.


Training was also a pivotal undertaking for the squadrons. Lectures on armament, airmanship, oxygen systems, engine handling and formation flying were complemented by briefings on aerial gunnery and dive-bombing techniques, notably using rockets. The lessons were repeatedly put into practice in the cockpit, flying mock air-to-air and air-to-ground sorties, firepower demonstrations, Army-support exercises and simulated strikes on naval shipping.


Operating from Miho airfield in September, No 77 Squadron fired a total of 665 rockets as part of a course of air-to-ground training, achieving excellent results with an average accuracy of 14.2 metres, although it was noted the accuracy waivered in later dives as pilots experimented with their own techniques.


As 1947 drew to a close amid the bitter winds and snow of a Japanese winter, maintenance of the Mustangs became even more difficult with the ground crews and aircraft exposed to the elements. It also heralded a change in the construct of BCAIR with January 1948 seeing the RAF withdraw most of its BCOF units from Japan, including its two Spitfire squadrons from Iwakuni. It was decided the RAAF units would move to Iwakuni from March 1948, although initial operations were limited as 5ACS set about constructing a new airstrip.


In July, No 81 Wing participated in a major exercise titled Operation Platypus. Based out of Takamatsu airfield, the exercise simulated the wing moving onto an airfield, recently abandoned by an enemy, and commencing operations. The Mustangs were tasked with defending against inbound attacking fighters and bombers while making their own attacks upon enemy shipping and airfields.


The following month, a BCAIR Administrative Instruction echoed the scaling back of the BCOF being implemented. In September, all No 81 Wing units were to be disbanded, with 77 Squadron becoming ‘RAAF Component Japan’, although that title did not last long. Once again known as No 77 Squadron, the Mustangs returned to their familiar roles of patrolling, surveillance and training.


November welcomed Wing Commander Geoff Newstead as the new commanding officer of the squadron, taking over from Squadron Leader Ron Susans. By the end of 1948, the squadron had nearly 300 personnel and operated 40 Mustangs, two C-47 Dakotas, four Wirraways and two Austers. Furthermore, it was the only BCOF flying unit remaining in Japan.


The scaling back of the BCOF and BCAIR was reflective of the greater reduction in numbers of the broader RAAF. At the end of the Second World War, more than 173,000 men and women were serving in the RAAF, however, that number had drastically reduced to just over 8,000 by 1948. As a consequence, No 77 Squadron was the largest unit in the RAAF at the time.


Auster A11-60
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Taylorcraft Auster Mk.V (Juanita Franzi)


Auster A11-60 was one of two of the type allocated to No 91 Wing in Japan. It was written off in March 1952 after a crash at an airfield at Yamaguchi, about 70 kilometres from Iwakuni.


TECHNICAL DATA


DESCRIPTION:


Three-seat observation and communications aircraft.


POWER PLANT:


One 97-kW (130-hp) Lycoming 0-290 piston engine.


DIMENSIONS:


Span 10.97 m (36 ft 0 in); length 6.83 m (22 ft 5 in); height 2.44 m (8 ft 0 in).


WEIGHTS:


Empty 499 kg (1,100 lb); loaded 839 kg (1,850 lb).


PERFORMANCE:


Max speed 209 km/h (130 mph); cruising speed 180 km/h (112 mph); initial climb 244 m/min (800 ft/min); service ceiling 4,600 m (15,100 ft); range 402 km (250 miles) or 740 km (460 miles) with long-range tank fitted.


In January 1949, the Japanese people went to the polls and the squadron’s Austers were tasked with dropping leaflets encouraging people to vote in the lead-up to the election, while on the ground, squadron personnel visited polling booths in the form of surveillance teams. By this time a Japanese workforce of 50 labourers was employed at Iwakuni in numerous support roles.


The families of serving members were also permitted to live on base in an area termed the Dependents Estate. Many of the families employed local Japanese and house boys to assist with basic tasks such as laundry and shopping. After being at war, the ability to fly training operations by day and return to the family at day’s end resembled a normal life, albeit far from home.


The elections coincided with increased security concerns as well as the emergence of political activity relating to the Communist Party. A Korean national was being held for flying a North Korean flag and 500 members of the League of Korean Residents, or Korean League, had gathered to protest his incarceration. The squadron’s intelligence reports for March 1949 relate that the group had previously distributed pamphlets denouncing the common enemy, the capitalists. In September, the Japanese Government’s order to dissolve the League of Korean Residents in Japan as an ‘anti-democratic and terrorist’ group was the first step in a campaign to outlaw all leftist organisations known to have participated in recent communist-inspired acts of violence.
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Bofu, Japan, 1947. Aircrew and ground staff of No 82 Squadron RAAF, British Commonwealth Occupation Force, in front of a Mustang. (Australian War Memorial)


Throughout 1949, the RAAF contingent continued to train and maintain its operational standards, with high-level bombing, rocketing and ground attack at the forefront. In December, 77 Squadron distinguished itself at the Far East Air Force gunnery competition held at the United States Air Force (USAF) Base at Yokota. Competing against several USAF fighter groups, including units operating F-80 Shooting Star jets, the squadron came second by only three points, lamenting an opportunity to win with valuable points lost in the skip-bombing section of the competition.


The disappointment was offset to some degree by the performance of Flight Lieutenant John ‘Bay’ Adams winning the highest individual points award. Adams was a flight commander, having served in the Second World War flying Hawker Tempests in Europe with No 3 Squadron RAF. He had served alongside the French ace and author Pierre Clostermann and been responsible for shooting down two V-1 flying bombs and sharing in the destruction of a third. Of Adams, Clostermann reflected, in his book The Big Show, that, ‘… he was quite imperturbable and feared neither God nor the Devil’.


The cooperation and friendly competition between the RAAF and USAF at this time was the forerunner of what would become a close relationship in the years ahead. It also offered a mutual insight into the conduct of operations and the capability of the respective squadrons from which a level of trust and respect grew.


In February 1950, Wing Commander Newstead passed command of the squadron to Wing Commander Louis Spence DFC. Spence had flown in the Middle East with No 3 Squadron RAAF and been awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) and been mentioned in despatches for his two aerial victories and numerous ground-attack sorties.


The unrest on the Korean Peninsula was an undertone not detected by many of the squadron’s staff other than being mentioned in the monthly intelligence reports that noted occasional protests among the Korean population and the rise of communist activity in Japan. However, tensions were increasing on the peninsula with small engagements taking place along the 38th Parallel.


With authorities aware of the increasing tension, in March 1950, two Australian officers were positioned in Korea as military observers to assess the situation along the border at the request of the United Nations Commission on Korea. One was an Army officer, Major Stuart Peach, and the other was Squadron Leader Ronald Rankin DFC and Bar. A schoolteacher by trade, Rankin was an Australian rugby union representative before the Second World War which saw him serve as a pilot flying Bristol Blenheims and Beaufighters.


In company with an interpreter, the two officers surveyed the situation and prepared a report outlining that the South Korean forces were in defensive positions with no ability to conduct an attack upon the North, while the North Koreans seemed to be deployed offensively. The report would come to be known as the Peach–Rankin Report and was later pivotal in discrediting claims South Korea had attacked the North.


The unit’s departure was to be marked by a party across the coming weekend. The Sergeants Mess was decorated in the theme of a pirate’s hideaway, complete with a plank to walk on entering and a series of rubber dinghies dispersed around the ‘island’. Those not partaking of sufficient liquor were cast into the brig until they had met the required standard. The event would come to be known as ‘The Shipwreck Party’.


Wing Commander Spence and his wife attended, although not dressed in the pirate garb worn by others, opting to wear their tennis outfits, claiming they were playing a game when the ship went down. The couple retired at a respectable hour to allow celebrations to continue unimpeded by the CO’s presence. The party continued into the small hours of the morning and with no further flying operations planned, those present were determined to ‘drink the bar dry’ so as to not let the Americans have their residual bar stocks.


As dawn broke on Sunday 25 June 1950, the Korean People’s Army surged south across the 38th Parallel in unison with artillery fire. The Korean War had begun.


Sergeant Ray Trebilco was the orderly sergeant that took the call from the Headquarters of the United States Fifth Air Force at 11 am on Sunday, requesting the squadron go on immediate standby as North Korea had invaded the South. Initially, Trebilco is reputed to have told the USAF duty officer to ‘pull the other one’ and hung up. Trebilco passed the news to the Operations Officer, Squadron Leader Graham Strout, who immediately drove to the residence of Wing Commander Spence.


Some officers, including Flight Lieutenant ‘Bay’ Adams, were initially sceptical but gradually the reality of the situation hit home and the pilots gathered to be briefed by Spence. The Mustangs needed to be readied, with some already coated in inhibitor for the voyage home to Australia. Drop tanks were fitted, weapons armed, and pilots placed on standby as No 77 Squadron pivoted from a state of wind-down to a war footing overnight.


The chain of events had caught Pilot 3 (Flight Sergeant) Milt Cottee totally off guard as he recalled during his recording for the Australians at War Film Archive:


‘Why are we arming our aeroplanes?’


I raced out of the place and down to the tarmac to see what is going on.


‘Hey, what is going on, fellows?’


‘North Korea has overrun South Korea.’


Where is Korea? It was almost that, I knew it was over there somewhere, but I didn’t know much about it.


‘What are they doing?’


‘They have run across the Parallel’.


‘The Parallel, what’s the Parallel?’
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Mustangs lined up at Iwakuni. The aircraft nearest the camera bears the words ‘Swift to Destroy’ on its nose. (Australian War Memorial)


The pilots assisted ground crews in arming the aircraft and carried out daily inspections of their Mustangs. However, Ray Trebilco would recollect they knew nothing of the North Korean People’s Air Force and desperately sought information from their Intelligence Officer. They did not possess any knowledge of the types of aircraft they operated, or even their markings. The RAAF was now on the threshold of a war in which it would actively participate for three years.


THE P PILOT RANK SYSTEM


The Korean War saw close cooperation between the air forces of the United Nations with shared airfields and often shared facilities within. For the pilots of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), this led to some confusion as, while the American pilots were all commissioned officers, the RAAF retained pilots within its strength that were non-commissioned officers – sergeants, flight sergeants and warrant officers. Until the implementation of the RAAF College at Point Cook, which saw pilots graduate as pilot officers, other RAAF pilots received their wings and the rank of sergeant on the successful completion of training. It was an arrangement that endured until the late 1950s.


As the Americans considered all pilots to be officers, they were duly invited to join their allies in the Officers Mess. It was an awkward situation that found various solutions that ranged from the Australian sergeants wearing the rank of pilot officer or flying officer on their flying suit or displaying no rank at all.
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