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NARRATI VE HI STORY OF BOMBI NG FI GHTI NG SQUADRON THREE

(Not e: Al t hough in chronology and in broad outline the history
of VBF-3 coincides with that of Air Goup Three and has been
treated in the historical docunents submitted by the Goup, it
is felt that the brief experience of the squadron as in inde-
pendent unit is singular enough to nmerit separate, and perhaps
nore detailed, consideration in this narrative.
Presuneably VBF-3 will continue to exist, with an identity and
a function of its own, as a conponent of the Air Goup. If
for no reason, then, that to tell |ater personnel of
t he squadron about its origins and its first days of conbat,
this story is subnmitted.)

Conmi ssi oned on 1 February 1945 by the Commandi ng Officer of
the USS YORKTOMWN, in accordance with secret despatch order
whi ch cannot be quoted here, VBF-3 had little tinme to establish
its identity as a fighting team-to achieve a mature squadron
personality--before entering battle. Wthin nine days of its
of ficial christening, the squadron had shoved off on the YORKTOMW,
headed north from U ithi |agoon, and was intensively polishing its
tactical organization and rehearsing its conbat tactics in a
series of training flights at sea. Yet even in these initial
trials, it appeared that the prodigious infant had cone of age:
t he squadron was ready for the eneny.

The credit, of course, for this early maturing goes to its
personnel, all battle experienced but none battle weary, and al
fl exi bl e enough, as pilots and as nmen, to fit easily into a new

organi zati onal plan. The Commandi ng O ficer was a new- comer,



Lt.Crdr. Fritz WIf, veteran of the AVGin China and newy transfer-
red fromVF-11 aboard the HORNET. The executive officer, lately

come from VF-81, was Lt.Cndr. John MBrayer, who had fought before

in a conbat tour aboard the old WASP. Each of these pilots brought
with hima conbat team a division trained as a unit and al ready
battl e-experienced in the China Sea engagenents. The rest of the
squadron personnel canme from VF-3 and al t hough they were by no neans
all charter nenbers of that outfit, even the nost recent replacenent
pil ot had already worked into their divisions and their tactica
roles. Division | eaders, w thout exception, retained their divisions.
One pilot, Lt. Hopp, was back fromhis enforced tour of Jap occupied
Luzon, an authority on evasion and survival. These people, with a
crowded ready roomto live in and a crowded flight schedule to | ook
forward to, discovered, a little to their surprise, that made up

a snoot hly worki ng conbat unit, tenpered and matched for the fighting
ahead.

One el enent alone was an irritant — the anbiguous initial B in
their title. 1In practise, the B for bonmbing did not alter their fun-
ction to the slightest degree: they carried no nore and no fewer
bonbs or rockets and they flew no fewer and no nore CAP's. They
shared the same F6F's with the other fighter squadron. But the Bim
plied a distinction, a step in the wong direction, toward nere ex-
pl osi ve- 1 uggi ng and bonb- dunpi ng, which they secretly resented. De-
spite official directives, many a pilot quietly refused to add the
dubi ous letter to his address — or, if he added it at all, he stuck

it in after the F.



It was, at least, as fighter pilots, primarily,
that the nen of VBF-3 flew over their first target. On
the norning of 16 February Lieut. Comdr. WoIf led a flight
to that target—the Kasum gaura area northeast of the city
of Tokyo—and established, if our information is correct, an
i npressive first. This sweep was the YORKTOMW S 2-A flight,
l aunched inmedi ately after the 1-A sweep at 0718 (K). The
earlier hop suffered the sane fate which, so far as we are
able to discover, nmet all the other Aflight fromthe force-—

a heavy bl anketing overcast which turned back short

of the Honshu coast. Lieut. Conmdr. Wolf took his fighter in
low, flying in the base of the clouds, and fromthere attacked
Konoi ke Airfield. Wile the attack was in progress the
weat her began to break, and, for the rest of the day, the
target was open. Thus the flight was, to the best of our know
| edge, the first to get in that day. |If so the VBF-3 pilots
were the first carrier-based Navy pilots, and the first fighter
pilots, ever to attack the sacred soil of the enpire of Japan. And
they drew first blood in fair quantiti es—4 eneny planes shot down,
1 airborne damaged, and on the ground, 9 destroyed, 4 probables,
17 damaged. Konoi ke and Hokoda were the airfields offering up
their sitting ducks and, in the process of accepting the offer
none of our planes was damaged.

The fighting encountered and engaged in by this flight
set a pattern that was to be repeated, with few exceptions,
on all subsequent hops over the area. Airborne opposition
was net, of course, and in substantial quantities, but it
never proved too hot to handle. The Jap pilot were indi-
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vidual runs fromin or at the base of the cloud cover, diving
down into our formation. The runs were nmet and countered and,
in nost cases, the attacker was shot down or danaged. At no
time did the eneny nake coordi nated attacks or division or
section runs. His tactics were aggressive but ineffectual
and hi s approaches were often enbellished by aerobatics on
the way in. COccasionally he would not open fire at all, but
sinmply dive into the mdst of our fighters. He had a few
tricks up his sleeve—dunmy pilot on parachutes and, on one
later flight, an attenpted suicide ramm ng—but these were
poor substitutes for valid offensive tactics or accurate
shoot i ng.

The difficulties encountered by our pilots were al so
repeated on later flights. The area was a strange one and, to
a large extent, unknown. Intelligence, before the operation
had only the small scale, high altitude photographs of
the area which Arnmy B-29's had taken. Gound intelligence
was entirely lacking. Briefings based on this neager
material had to be sketchy and provisional, and a result.
pilots went into the target with only a general idea of the
lay of the land. Oientation had to be nmade on the flight
itself and, in one or two instances, prior information proved to
be i naccurate. Again, for many of the pilots this was the
first heady taste of aerial conbat after weeks of attacking
ground targets and dodgi ng flak, and they were eager to sieze
every opportunity. This not altogether commendabl e eagerness
of ten made rendezvous a slow process and, tinme and again, |eft
juicy ground targets untouched while airborne stragglers were
chased off into other areas. Finally the weather, while never
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bad, was never clear and unlimted, and there were al ways sone
clouds for the N pponese interceptors to retire into. But the
troubles were incidental. The richness of the prize conpensated
for all that.

A second sweep, a strike, and a RAPCAP were still to be
flown on this day and, when they were over, the score
had grown splendidly. Lt. WIllianms |led the second sweep, the
fighter this time carrying rockets, and succeeded in taking
themto Mawatari Airfield for a ground attack before the air-
borne opposition grew so intense that they were forced to stay
aloft. Again our tactics proved superior to the eneny's. The
section proved to be a strong unit, both offensively and de-
fensively. The standard weave was used to advantage. The
7-0 score of airborne kills and the fact that no F6F was hit
at any tine by eneny fire substantiates this. It was on this
flight that Lt. WIlianms nmet the anti-social character who tried
to ramhim and got a snoking engine for his pains. Wen the
hop returned to base it left 18 of Mawatari's deckl oad of pl anes
destroyed or damaged

The strike, launched in the afternoon, was deflected to a
secondary target because of insufficient tine after a del ayed
take-of f. The extensive facilities at Kasum gaura Airfield were
hit by the bonbers. Lt.Cndr WIf led the fighters and, again,
they found plenty to keep them busy aloft. Qur VF were junped
both on approach and retirenment but no attackers go through
to the VB. On this flight our fighters encountered the cl osest
approxi mati on to coordi nated attacks that the Japanese coul d

offer. An attacking eneny would be followed at 100 to 200



yards by another, who would attenpt to reach a firing position
on whatever plane or planes attacked the | eader. Once this
device secured hits. Lt(jg) Chanmber (on |oan from VF-3)
was on the tail of a probable Jack, firing into him when a
foll owi ng Tony canme down in a high-side on him Lt.Cxdr. Wl f
saw t he second eneny firing at the F6F and turned into him
and shot himdown. Mre often, however, the interceptors cane
one at a time. The split, was their favorite evasive devi ce,
and woul d seemto be the only defensive maneuver they knew
The flight came back with 8 kills to its credit, 3 probables,
7 danmaged — all airborne. Two of our planes had been slightly
damaged

Lt. Hopp's division, on RAPCAP, had in the nmeantine con-
tributed a Jill and a Tony to the day's score. The final results
were: airborne — 21 destroyed, 6 probables, 10 danaged; and on
the ground — 15 destroyed, 5 probables, 28 danaged. W had | ost
no planes or pilots, had m nor danage to two pl anes.

To that total one nore item nmust be added. Lt(jg) Jones,
| oaned fromthe squadron to fly in the G oup Conmander's division
turned in a brilliant sol o performance by shooting down 3 Zekes
on a single hop. The m ssion was target coordination and the divis-
ion was | aunched with a flight fromVF3. But VBF-3 proudly
clains its own and nodestly adds Jone's Zekes to the total
maki ng the airborne kills 24.

If the operations had been continued throughout the 17th,
The second day's score woul d probably have surpassed the first
in all categories. As it was, VBF-3 flew only two hops and

boosted the totals inpressively. The first flight was a sweep



in to Ishioka and Tsukuba Airfields, led by Lt.Condr. WIf. On
this mssion Lt.(jg) Jones, again flying with the target co-
ordinator's division, again turned in a nultiple kill, this

time getting a Hanp and a Gscar. Ens. Stroder, a photo-

pilot, flying wing on Jones, matched this exactly, even to

the identities of his victins. Lt. WIlianms |ed the second
sweep and bored farther inland than any of his predecessors

had gone, attacking Utsononmya Airfield and reapi ng heavy

damage there. Airborne opposition was about what it had been on
previous flights, and the sweep shot down 7 with 3 probabl es

and 3 damaged. All later flights were canceled and the force
retired. The second day's score, then was: in the air: 13 shot
down, 3 probables, 3 damaged; an the ground: 5 destroyed, 4
probabl es, 28 damaged. And, for the second day, our |osses were
none.

On the 20th and 22nd, VBF-3 joined in direct support m ssions
over Ilwo Jima, justifying the Bin their nane but finding little
opportunity to enbellish the F. As ground support for the em
battl ed marines the flight were successful. Perhaps their nost
striking feature was the snmooth coordi nati on between air and
ground forces. The targets were ordered by Conmander Air Sup
port Control Unit and |ocated by neans of gridded charts and phot o-
graphs wi th which each pilot was supplied. There were no short drops,

no projectiles falling outside of the target area, and consequently
no accidental casualties inflicted on our own forces. Since air
superiority had | ong since been established over Iwo, there was
a conplete |lack of airborne opposition. Reconnaissance sweeps
were al so flown by the squadron on these two days over the other

i sl ands of Nanpo Shoto and Chichi Jinma and Haha Jima were
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heavily strafed, although targets were neager. No damage was
suffered by our planes.

On the 25th the force was back in striking position off
t he Honshu coast and the squadron faced another full day of
sweeps and strikes, but circunstances were to alter plans and
t he high hopes for another fat bag of airborne kills proved
to be vain. Only one flight was actually |aunched agai nst
Japan that day, a sweep led by Lt.Cndr. WIf. The expected
ai rborne opposition did not appear, the only eneny pl anes
seen al oft being at great distance and al ready engaged by
anot her group. The flight proceeded to Tsukuba Airfield and
made its attack there, rocketing hangars and parked aircraft
and strafing extensively. On the return to base, the hop
caught a large fleet of small craft apparently searching or
patrolling off the coast. These were strafed and thoroughly
maul ed, with several burning and sinking when the attack was
over.

After this flight, once again hops were cancelled and
the fleet withdrew. But, on short notice, one nore mssion
was | aunched, a 16 plane sweep of Hachijo Jima, led Lt.
Moore. Although no pilot were lost, this hop proved to be
a grimbusiness. Attacking the hilly and formdable little
pl ace at 1630 in the afternoon, the flight encountered pro-
bably the worse weather conditions the pilot had ever en-
countered over a target. A solid overcast sagged down over
the rocky nmountains alnost to sealevel. Under it, the |ight
was so nmeager that the intense AA burst and tracer trails

showed up with nigh-tinme brilliance. The flak was concentrated



and accurate. Despite these hazards, Lt. More took his

16 fighter in to attack the airfield and Hachijo felt the sting

of strafing and rockets. Three of our planes were hit by the

AA and one pilot, Ens. Noel, had to make a water | andi ng when

he reached the force on his return. The COITON (DD669) picked

himup and, a few days |ater, he was back aboard uni nj ured.
Thus the brief tour ended for VBF-3. The return to

Uithi, the indecisive period of waiting, and the transfer

to the USS LEXI NGTON for return to the United States have

been treated in other docunent. At the risk of |ong-w nded-

ness, a recapitulation of the score nay be in order

Aircraft destroyed in the air: 37
Aircraft probably destroyed in the air: 9
Aircraft damaged in the air: 13
Aircraft destroyed on the ground: 20
Aircraft probably destroyed on the ground: 9
Aircraft damaged on the ground: 56

In addition, extensive damage was inflicted on airfield
Facilities, hangers, gun positions, pill boxes, small craft,
And ground targets of opportunity. The happi est wi sh that
The present VBF-3 can pass on to after-comers in the squadron

Is that they may find targets as ripe and hunting as good.



