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A McDonnell-Douglas F-4S Phantom flies
over the nation’s capital. The F-45 carres the
low visibility camouflage scheme which had
been the standard in the 1980s. (Photo
courtesy of Capt Tom Dunlavage, USMCR)
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Foreword

This historical monograph is one of a series of active duty and Reserve squadron histo-
ries. When completed, the seties will cover each squadron in the Fleet Marine Force. This
volume highlights the significant activities of Marine Fighter Attack Squadron 321 dur-
ing its more than 40 years of active and Reserve setvice. Since its commissioning in Febru-
aty 1943, the squadron has evolved from a group of inexpetienced wartime pilots flying
F4U Corsairs to today’s Reservists in their F/A-18 Hornets.

Commander Peter Mersky is a graduate of the Rhode Island School of Design with
a baccalaureate degree in illustration. He was commissioned in the Navy through Air
Officer Candidate School in May 1968. Following active duty, he remained in the Naval
Reserve and served two tours as an air intelligence officer with Light Photographic Squa-
dron 306, one of the Navy's two last Crusader squadrons.

Commander Mersky currently serves as assistant editor for Approach, the Navy's safety
magazine, published by the Naval Safety Center in Norfolk, Virginia. He also has writ-
ten or coauthored several works on Navy and Marine Corps aviation, including The Naval/
Air War in Vietnam, with Norman Polmar; U.S. Marine Corps Aviation, 1912-Present;
and numerous magazine articles in both American and British publications.

In the pursuit of accuracy and objectivity, the History and Museums Division welcomes
comments on this monograph from key participants, Marine Corps activities, and interested

individuals.
W gw

E. H. SIMMONS
Brigadier General, U.S. Marine Corps (Retired)
Director of Marine Corps History and Museums
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Preface

During World War II, Marine Fighting Squadron (VMF) 321 enjoyed a brief, but suc-
cessful, career as one of the many such units which contributed to the Allied victory in
the Pacific. However, where many of its sister squadrons eventually disappeared during
the postwar demobilization, VME-321 was reborn at Naval Station Anacostia on the out-
skirts of the nation’s capital as the first Marine Air Reserve fighter squadron, a role in
which it continues to the present day.

The Reservist’s role—whatever his service, but especially that of the air Reservist—is
sometimes hatd for the regulars and civilian population to understand, much less ap-
preciate. While on the face of it, the Reservist appears to have the best of both worlds,
he treds a thin line between his normal civilian job and family life, and his dedicated
participation in his country’s defense. Even though the air Reservist obviously enjoys con-
tinuing his association with military aviation, and is well paid for his time and accumu-
lated skills, he knows he may be called upon during national crises. Such was the case
during World War II and Korea. Many Reservists paid the ultimate price for their dedica-
tion; others stood by ready to fill in when called.

During the volatile 1970s and 1980s, and even during the upcoming, uncertain 1990s—
which, as this history is being written, has already seen the beginning of what promises
to be the largest mobilization of America’s militaty reserves since Korea— Marine Air Reser-
vists continue to train, honing their skills, hoping they will never have to use them in
earnest, but remaining ready if needed. VMFA-321 is a prime example of a Marine Air
Reserve fighter attack squadron, taking pride in its long heritage and exciting future.

As a Naval Air Reservist at NAF Washington, D.C., I became familiar with VMFA-321,
arriving just before it traded its F-8 Crusaders for F-4 Phantoms. On occasion, I was for-
tunate to fly with these dedicated Marine aviators and I remained impressed with their
skills and belief in themselves, their squadron, and its mission.

Many people have helped with various stages of this project. Members of the staff of
the Marine Corps Histoty and Museums Division provided resources and encouragement.
A grant from the Marine Corps Historical Foundation helped to defray the cost of research
and photographic acquisition. In prepating the manuscript for publication, Mr. Charles
R. Smith assisted in the final editing and captioning of the illustrations, Mrs. Catherine
A. Kerns typeset the manuscript and collateral materials, and Mr. William S. Hill com-
pleted the design and layout of the history. Current and past members of VMFA-321,
including former commanding officers such as Colonel David Gould, USMCR (Ret), have
also helped in telling their squadron’s story.

Peter B. Mersky
Commander, U.S. Naval Reserve






Table of Contents

Foreword . ... . il
Preface . ... v
Table of Contents. . ... ... . it vii
Chapter 1 Formation and World War II Combat Operations.................. 1
Chapter 2 Rebirth as a Reserve Squadron............... ... ... ............ 10
Chapter 3 Korea: Impact and Individual Member Service .................. .. 15
Chapter 4 Anacostia to Andrews: Props to Jets . ............ ... ... ... .. 19
Chapter 5 The Phantom Era . ............ .. ... .. ... .. 25
Chapter 6 The 1980s and Beyond ........... ... ... ... ... ... .. 32
NOTES . . 39
Appendix A: Chronology ... .. .. ... . 40
Appendix B: Commanding Officers ............... ... ... ... ... 41
Appendix C: HONOLS . . ..o oo 42
Appendix D: Squadron Insignia .......... .. ... . .o 43

vii



Department of Defense Photo (USMC) 47192
Maj Edmund E Overend, a highly-decorated former member of Claire L. Chennault's
Flying Tigers, commanded VMF-321 from September 1943 to September 1944. While
in command, he downed three Japanese planes, bringing his wartime total to nine.



CHAPTER 1
Formation and World War II Combat Operations

Marine Fighting Squadron 321 (VMF-321) was com-
missioned on 1 February 1943 at the Marine Corps
Air Station, Cherry Point, North Carolina, and as-
signed to Marine Aircraft Group 31, 3d Marine Atr-
craft Wing. The first commanding officer was Major
(now retired Colonel) Gordon H. Knott. Recalling
those first days, he wrote:

The squadron was formed by a small group of fighter pi-
lots and six single-seat trainers in which we practiced for-
mation flying, aerobatics, and gunnery. After three or four
months, we received a few brand-new F4U-1 Corsairs that
were full of new-plane problems.

Because of the urgency of getting the squadron ready for
deployment, pilots were assigned who wete trained only in
“big boats,” ot seaplanes. There were many problems and
accidents because of this sudden transition of these pilots.

Because most of the pilots were inexperienced, they
were sent to Oak Grove, North Carolina, on 19 May,
for four months of intensive training in tactics and
combat maneuvers in the Corsair. Near the end of the
training period, the squadron’s more seasoned pilots
were transferred to VME-311, the squadron scheduled
to deploy ahead of 321. However, as Colonel Knott
continued:

The deployment date for VMF-321 was advanced to the
same date as 311 and more “big boat” pilots arrived to fill
321's complement. We finally received our last Corsairs in
the afternoon before we left for the West Coast. Four of these
brand-new aircraft had leaky fuel tanks. Several pilots were
killed in a storm over Texas during the flight to the West
Coast.

Upon reaching our destination, all planes were sent to

the Marine Service Squadron for over a month of repairs.
It was one hell of a2 way to get ready to fight a war!?

The squadron was reassigned to the 4th Marine Air-
craft Wing, and when VME-321 reached San Diego,
California, on 29 September, Major Edmund F. Over-
end took command. He had seen action with the
American Volunteer Group (AVG), the Flying Tigers,
in China, and was an ace with six Japanese planes to
his credit. His arrival was the inspiration and morale
boost the squadron needed as it left for combat on
board the Nassaz (CVHE-16). Major Overend would
claim three more kills during his tour.

The F4U Chance-Vought Corsair was a single-seat,
low-wing monoplane powered by a 2,000 hp Pratt &
Whitney engine. The aircraft could climb to over
35,000 feet and was the first American fighter capa-

ble of speeds over 400 mph. It became the standard
Marine fighter during the last two years of World War
I1, and also saw considerable service during the Korean
War of 1950-53.

When the squadron left San Diego, it did not have
a nickname. Major Overend recalled his time with the
Flying Tigers. The AVG had three squadrons: the Pan-
da Bears, Adam & Eve, and the Hell's Angels. He sug-
gested adopting the last name and the squadron
quickly agreed 3

On the evening of Saturday, 1 October, on board
the Nassau, Major Overend entertained his men with
his experiences in the AVG in China and Burma. He
gave his pilots definite ideas about aerial combat. The
following day, Major Overend interviewed each of his
pilots regarding individual flight expetience to detet-
mine what additional training each aviator needed.

The Nassau reached Samoa on 6 October, and be-
gan launching Douglas Dauntless scout bombers
(SBD) in the late afternoon. VMF-321's personnel —
some of whom were already on shore —watched the
proceedings to reassure themselves that when their
turn came the next day, all would go well. After the
SBDs launched, VMF-321 set up camp ashore eight
miles from the port at Pago Pago. By nightfall, all
officers and men were settled in and ready for the next
day.

On 7 October, with 17 Corsairs to be launched, pi-
lots were assigned duties on shote concerning unload-
ing squadron gear. The cartier was moored to the dock
where the prevailing wind was 90 degrees from star-
board. At 1100, Major Overend launched in the first
F4U with no difficulty. The rest of the squadron fol-
lowed and landed at Tafuna Airfield without incident.

Lieutenant Colonel Robert M. Keim was a first lieu-
tenant with VME-321 in 1943. He remembeted this
unloading:

When we arrived in Samoa, the jeep carrier tied up to
the dock in a vety small, narrow hatbor. Instead of unload-

ing the F4Us and SBDs and dragging them through the town

to the airfield, we decided to catapult them off. The charts

indicated we would be shot off below stall speed. Our skip-

per didn't believe the charts, so he said, “T'll try it. If T make

it, the rest of you follow”” He not only made it, but the en-

tite ship was unloaded in this fashion in short order, without

incident—except for a few tailwheels dragged through the
water!™



Marine Corps Historical Collection
IstLt Robert M. Keim stands in front of his F4U-1
Corsair, dubbed the “Barbara G." after his wife,
on Espiritu Santo. Lt Keim shared the aircraft with
Capt Robert B. See, the squadron's only ace.

Five days later, on 12 October, VMFE-321 lost its first
aircraft in the Pacific. Returning from the first hop on
the afternoon schedule, Second Lieutenant Robert W.
Griffith nosed his plane over and onto its back during
a landing attempt. He suffered a minor laceration of
his scalp, but the F4U (17522) was written off. Lieu-
tenant Griffith would even the account later by scor-
ing one kill.

On 16 October, the rest of the squadron arrived.
New pilots flew checkout and familiatization hops.
Heavy rain kept operations to a minimum, but ground
lectures filled in the schedule. Combined operations
with scout bombers at British Samoa were flown
whenever possible, although weather sometimes forced
operations to be cancelled by eatly afternoon.

VME-321 pilots were again in the air on 22 October,
practicing strafing runs on an oil slick. The pilots were
becoming proficient in tactics, but what hutt the squa-
dron more than the enemy throughout the war were
problems with aircraft maintenance. Although the
maintenance personnel were the best, there were no
spare parts, and with cargo ships arriving 10 days late,
operations were below 50 percent. On 29 October, 8
of the squadron’s 18 Corsairs were grounded due to
tailwheel trouble.

On 1 November, Major Overend told the squadron
that they would be leaving for Espiritu Santo on or
about the 15th. They would leave their gear and air-

craft at Tafuna. Gunnery practice continued as did
familiarization hops in SNJ trainers for the pilots who
had not flown the F4Us at night. However, air opera-
tions remained limited due to the continued lack of
spare parts. The squadron’s cargo ship, Sentz Ana, fi-
nally arrived on 8 November with spare parts, 59 days
after leaving San Diego. Flight opertations were secured
on 10 November in preparation for the move to Es-
piritu.

At 0800, 15 November, squadron personnel set sail
in the Pocomoke (AV-9) for the island of Efate, one
of the islands in the New Hebrides, approximately 100
miles southwest of Espititu. The Pocomoke crossed the
equator on schedule at 1300, 18 November, and ar-
rived at Efate on 20 November. The squadron lived
near Quoin Hill Airfield. Major Overend announced
that the squadron would stay at Efate for four to six
weeks, then go on to the combat zone. VME-321 divid-
ed itself into a flight echelon and a ground echleon.
The flight echelon was composed of all pilots, plus
the squadron doctor and intelligence officer. The
ground echelon contained all other ground officers
and enlisted men. When the flight echelon went to
the combat zone, the ground echelon stayed at Efate
and helped ground personnel from other squadrons.
Later, the ground personnel would follow the flight
group into the combat zone.

Since the squadron no longer had its aircraft, flight
operations were suspended until one of the other units
left Efate, leaving their aircraft for VME321. On 26
November, VMF-321 took over the Corsairs from a
departing Marine squadron: “Flight operations began
at 1400 today with the squadron using battle-scarred,
old, worn out, generally poor F4Us."s The squadron
was divided into two wings; the left wing was led by
the commanding officer, while the right wing was led
by the executive officer. Each wing flew every other
day so that 50 percent of the pilots would get flight
time each day.

The squadron lost two planes on 29 November, but
the pilots were rescued. First Lieutenant John R. Nor-
man ditched right after takeoff on his second flight
of the morning. At 500 feet, Lieutenant Norman’s en-
gine began throwing dense black smoke. In a few
minutes, his engine seized and the propeller stopped
turning. After ditching, he inflated his raft and clung
to it until the field’s J2F-3 Duck amphibian picked
him up. The F4U (02262) sank in water too deep to
be salvaged.

The second loss came when First Lieutenant John
Shoden collided with another Corsair. First Lieutenant
Shoden’s controls were damaged and he bailed out



over the water. It was an hour before a crash boat from
Havannah Harbor picked him up.

Training continued in strafing, tactical maneuvers,
cooperation and coordination with other aircraft, the
value of intelligence for ground forces, and the harass-
ment of the enemy. On Christmas Eve 1943, 321
moved to Vella Lavella and into the combat zone. One
week later, they moved to Torokina strip on Bougain-
ville. By then, they had recorded their first kill.

Anxious to see action, First Lieutenant Robert B.
See got the first aerial victory when he shot down a
Zero over St. George’s Channel on 28 December. Lieu-
tenant See eventually scored five kills to become the
squadron’s only ace. The squadron war diary described
Lieutenant See’s kill:

1stLe R.B. See, at 17,000 feet, had a Zeke [the “Zeke” was
the Allied codename for the Mitsubishi A6M Zeto fighter,
the premiet Japanese aircraft of the war] pull up to the right,
into range. See opened up at 500 feet, with 50 percent deflec-
tion. The intermediate gun on the left wing was the only
one firing. [The Corsair had six .50-caliber machine guns
mounted in the wings] A six-second burst hit the enemy
aircraft in the teat left wing. Thete was a “big pop” explo-
sion in his face for a second, then out. It appeared to be
the left wing tanks. With the wing still intact, the Zero
pulled over to the right and down, making a 200 ft smoke
pot after hitting the water?®

Marine Corps Historical Collection
Pilots of VME-321 gather for a group photograph in December 1943, shortly before
they began combat operations from Efate, then Vella Lavella and Bougainville.

In the same engagement, Major David Drucker dove
on a Zero's tail and fired a five-second butst into the
enemy fighter. The Zero spiralled down trailing smoke.
Major Drucker tackled a second Zero, pumping 200
rounds into the Zeke which also nosed over and dis-
appeared. Without confirmation of the destruction of
the two Zeros, Major Drucker was credited with two
probables.

No Japanese aircraft were seen for the remainder
of December, but January 1944 belonged to Marine
Corps fighters, including the Corsairs of the Hell's An-
gels. On 3 January 1944, VMEF-321 pilots discovered
that the tactics they had been using did not work as
expected. Five aircraft from VME-321 participated in
the fighter sweep over Rabaul. Orbiting at 20,000 feet,
First Lieutenant See noticed 12 Tonys (the Kawasaki
Ki.61 fighter, powered with a liquid-cooled engine,
unusual for Japanese aircraft) coming in from above
at 21,000 feet at 8 o'clock. The F4Us did a rolling
split-ess to either side. This type of evasive maneuver
proved ineffective because the Corsairs were badly shot
up.

First Lieutenant John R. Norman, from New
Otrleans, Louisiana, had most of the January limelight.
On 23 Januaty, while flying an FG-1 (a version of the
F4U Corsair produced by Goodyear) from Bougain-



ville, Lieutenant Norman saw 20-25 Zeros, chased
them, shot down four in only a few minutes, and es-
caped. The VMF-321 war diary recorded the action:

Lts. Norman and Talbot, at 26,000 feet. Sighted 20-25
Zekes over Duke of York [Island] at 18,000 ft. They dropped
to 23,000 ft, observed 4 Zekes by themselves. Coming in
from the rear, Lt. Norman got a short burst into fuselage
and tail section of the rear Zeke of the formation, causing
it to explode and go down in flames at approx. 1720. Climb-
ing back to altitude again so as to stay between the sun and
the Zeke, he made a second pass at a Zero, from 6 o'clock
with altitude advantage. He observed his tracets to enter the
fuselage from tail section, forward. The Zeke nosed down
with the tail section aflame. After again gaining altitude
to 23,000 ft. Lt. Norman attacked a third Zeke, fiting a short
burst into the left wing root, causing the left wing to snap
off. The enemy a/c spiraled down, entirely out of control.
In a similar manner, from an altitude advantage rear ap-
proach out of the sun, Lt. Norman with a short burst from
6 o'clock sighted tracers to rake back thru fuselage. The Zeke
exploded bursting into flames as Lt. Norman passed un-
derneath?

The period of November 1943 through January 1944
was the heyday of Marine Corps Corsair squadrons.
The Corsair, because of its design, was having trou-
ble being accepted for carrier duty, and the land-based
Marine fighter squadrons (as well as two Navy units—
VE12 and VE17) took the plane into combat with
spectacular results. The Bougainville-Vella Lavella area
became the domain of Leatherneck Corsairs from
which such aces as VMF-214’s legendary leader, Major

IstLt John R. Norman shot down four Japanese air-
craft in one mission on 23 January 1944 for which he
would recetve the Distinguished Flying Cross. The
squadron scoreboard displays 39 Japanese aircraft des-
troyed as of April 1944 and the Hell's Angels insignia.

Marine Corps Historical Collection
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Gregoty “Pappy” Boyington, flew. The Corsairs were
used for fighter sweeps and escorting Army and Ma-
rine bombers, close air support being only in its early
stages. With their fighters’ range and speed, and tradi-
tional esprit, Marine pilots wrested control of the air
from the Japanese. The squadron scored 34 confirmed
victories and 11 probables in January; at least one kill
or probable every day. This was somewhat offset by
the loss of eight squadron Corsairs in combat.

Lieutenant Colonel Keim recalled his first combat
over Rabaul on 2 January 1944:

On the first mission over Rabaul, we flew high roving cover
because we were new and needed experience without get-
ting too involved. On the second mission, we flew medium
cover which is where the action started. After milling around
for a while watching the Zeros coming up from the airfields
below, I suddenly found myself on the tail of one Zero. I
gave him a burst and saw pieces come flying off the aircraft,
including the canopy which almost hit me. I dodged the
debris and didn’t hang around to see what happened to me.
Score: one probable Zero?

Japanese fighters neatly succeeded in shooting down
Lieutenant Colonel Keim during one mission. He had
chased several Zeros without getting into firing posi-
tion. Suddenly, a stream of tracers shot past his cock-
pit; he had a Zero on his tail. The enemy plane was
so close that his bullets were converging #z front of
Keim’s Corsair. The Marine pilot did a quick split-ess
and dove for the deck, exceeding both the airspeed
and structural limits of his aircraft. The F4U held
together and he returned home frightened but safe.

Lieutenant Colonel Keim recalled another mission
on 24 January:

I flew a mission over Rabaul escorting B-25s. I shot at sever-
al Zeros but it was such a wild day I didn't even come close
to hitting any of them. Then I realized that our fighters had
headed for home and were disappearing over the horizon.
I went full bore to catch up with them. About half-way out
to the open sea, [ saw a Zero chasing two Australian P-40s
who were right down on the water. I went after the Zero
and nailed him as he was pulling onto the tail of one of
the P-40s. I followed the P-40s for a while and they seemed
OK. I didn't see any more Zetos.

Then I saw a plane trailing smoke and closed in. It turned
out to be a P-38 heading for home. But it was obvious he
wouldn’t make it. He did get out to the open sea and make
a good water landing. He got into his raft and waved to me
as I circled over him. I alerted the rescue unit and they
relieved me in about 45 minutes. I returned to Bougain-
ville and landed on fumes. I was so late that I had been
reporting missing.

I felt pretty good about the mission until later in the day
when the Australian squadron commander called me to see
if I could help him discover what had happened to his two
P-40s. For some reason, they had not made it back. Score:
one Zeto confirmed?



The Hell’s Angels’ score sheet for January 1944
2Jan44 Fighter sweep over Rabaul. 5 kills/2 probables
3Jand4 Fighter sweep over Rabaul. 3 probables
4Jand4 Fighter sweep over Rabaul. 3 kills
5Jan44 Escort for 18 TBFs and 24 SBDs over
Rabaul buildings and barges strafed. Hits
on radio tower.
6Jan44 Baniu Hatbor strafing run. Hits on gun
emplacements, house, and barge.
7Jan44 Escort SBDs and TBFs over Rabaul. 3 kills
9Jan44 High cover for TBFs over Rabaul. 2 kills/1 probable
14Jan44 Low cover for SBDs over Rabaul. 1 kill/2 probables
17]Jan44 Escort SBDs to hit shipping in Simpson
Harbor. 3 kills
18Jan44 Escort B-25s to Rabaul. 2 kills
20Jan44 Escort B-25s to Rabaul. 3 kills
22]Jan44 Escort B-25s to Rabaul. 1 kills
23Jan44 Fighter sweep over Rabaul, 4 kills
23Jand4 Escort SBDs to Rabaul. 2 kills
24Jan44 Escort TBFs over Rabaul. 7 kills
27Jan44 Escort B-25s over Rabaul. 2 kills

First Lieutenant See, aside from Major Overend’s
previous victories with the AVG, was VMF-321’s only
ace. Lieutenant See scored one kill each on 28 Decem-
ber 1943 and 9 and 17 Januaty 1944, and two kills on
20 January. His achievement was recorded in several
newspapers. Sergeant Ralph Peck, a Marine Corps
combat correspondent from Cincinnati, Ohio, wrote:

First Lieutenant Robert B. See, USMC, a Marine fighter
pilot, got off on the right foot against the Japanese today.

The 22-year-old Marine flier shot down a Jap Zero dur-
ing his first combat hop against the enemy in an aerial bat-
tle over Rabaul, a key Jap base on New Britain Island. He
is a member of the new “Hell's Angels” fighter squadron
which recently arrived in the South Pacific combat zone.

“The thrill of that first hop is one I'll always remember,”
said Lieutenant See. “T'll never forget the words of the flight
leader as we reached our target. All he said was, “Here they
come up to meet us,” but that was enough to have me shak-
ing in my boots. But there wasn’t much time to be scared,
because the Nips were coming in from all ditections. I got
off a few bursts at a few of them, but had no luck. I spotted
one of our boys making a run on a Zero and dived down
to offer a hand. AsIdived, the Zero pulled up directly into
my sights. I was darned lucky and plenty excited, too, be-
cause I nailed him on the first shot—with only one gun work-
ing. His left wing tank blew up and he rolled over on his
back and crashed into the sea.”10

Evidently, the press kept track of Lieutenant See be-

cause when he logged his fifth kill, Sergeant Harold
Powell, a Marine Cortps correspondent, filed this stoty:

Bougainville— Somewhere in the Solomons there is a very
grateful divebomber gunner, according to a note received
by First Lieutenant Robert B. See, Marine fighter pilot.

Returning from an escort flight of Navy and Marine torpe-
do and divebombers over Rabaul, the Marine flier reported
he put some bursts into a Zero harassing a divebomber. He
did not claim a kill because he did not see the Jap crash.

The following day, a note was delivered to the pilot by
the anonymous gunner who thanked the flier for chasing
the Jap away from his tail and shooting him down!

The note said he had seen the Zero crash. Credit for the
enemy plane, verified by the gunner, brought Lieutenant
See’s total bag to three.

Recently, the San Francisco flier scored two more enemy
fighters over Rabaul to become a Marine ace.

In that action, Lieutenant See was escorting Mitchell (B-25)
bombers. Turning back to help his wingman who was be-
ing attacked by several Zeros, Lieutenant See found him-
self in the midst of 40 intercepting Japs.

“When I found the Zeros between myself and the Allied
formation, I began shooting to keep them away. I was just
bluffing but one Zero came zooming across my sights. I shot
him from underneath”

With full throttle, he climbed for altitude. No Zeros at-
tacked, but as a division of enemy fighters swung into view,
Lieutenant See said he became “trigger happy.”

“I exploded the last one with a firing run from the side.
This drew all the Japs’ attention. I was in a tight spot. Down
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A Marine Corsair takes off on a mission from Vella Lavella in November 1943. The aircraft's
main landing gear has rotated nearly 90 degrees to lie horizontally in the wing wheelwells.

A Marine SBD Dauntless divebomber — the workhorse of the Pacific — takes off from Bou-
gainville in December 1943. The island recently had been reclaimed from the Japanese.

Marine Corps Historical Collection
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As were many other American airfields in the Pacific, Torokina Field on Bougainville was
literally cut out overnight from the dense jungle which surrounded Empress Augusta Bay.

they came. I didn't see anyone behind me but tracers sud-
denly punctured my cowling. I rolled to the right. At the
same instant, a 20mm shell tore through my left wing. Div-
ing and rolling, I somehow escaped. Before I knew it, I was
back in friendly territory—and pretty thankful.”

In the engagement, Lieutenant See’s Corsair was punc-
tured by 18 7.7mm shells, but he returned safely to base.!!

As the Allies advanced, the Solomons became a rear
area, and VME-321 left for an interim period at Syd-
ney, Australia, for maintenance and a much-deserved
rest. The squadron had enjoyed an enviable first tour.
An unnamed pilot summed up their accomplish-
ments. “During these sweeps and escorts, we scored
a few sures, and probables each day” “But,” as he con-
tinued “with other Matine squadrons such as VMF-211,
-214, and -216, the daily score mounted until all of
us knew the enemy was once again on the wrong side
of the fence.”

The squadron returned to Bougainville on 6 March
1944, and three weeks later transferred to Green Is-
land, to bomb enemy shorte installations. One raid was
directly responsible for stopping Japanese attacks on
the B-29 airfields on newly won Saipan. Soon,
Japanese shipping lanes were empty and VMF-321

helped clear the Bismark Archipelago area of the
Japanese Air Force. The atea was so quiet that the
squadron’s second combat tour failed to show any fur-
ther contact with the enemy although 321 pilots flew
666 missions in 2,000 houts.

August 1944 found the squadron embarked on the
Kwayalern (CVU-98) and the U.S. Army transport ship
Sea Fiddler headed for Guam. The time at sea varied
from 17 to 38 days, and all hands were finally reunit-
ed at West Field, Guam. While the pilots flew off
Kwajalein, they dropped 1,000-pound bombs on the
islands of Rota and Pagan.

On 17 December 1944, overseas duty ended for
VME-321 and the squadron was withdrawn from the
combat zone and transferred to San Diego where it
arrived in eatly 1945. Once in California, squadron
personnel took 30 days leave, only to return to find
they had been transferred to Marine Air Support
Group 51 at Marine Corps Air Station Mojave. Flight
operations began immediately with instrumentation
and familiarization flights.

Major Justin Miller, Jr., commanding officer of



VME-321 from October 1944 to March 1945, wrote
about this period:

HQMC sent a young major to relieve me in December
1944. Unfortunately, he was killed on his fifth mission. In
January 1945, the squadron received orders to go to Mojave
to train in F6Fs which were going aboard fast carriers. HQMC
expected VMF-321 to arrive at Mojave with pilots that had
at least six months overseas experience. Unfortunately, they
forgot to tell the wing, so, many pilots who had been away
from combat for over a year transferred into VME-321 for
training.

VMEF-321 in name only, as it was staffed mostly by pilots
originally from VMF-217 and a few from VMFE-216, sailed
in USS Barnes [CYHE-20] for San Diego in early 1945. But
there were many Marine fighter pilots from the East Coast
who wanted to get into the fight before it was too late.
Gradually, my pilots transferred out and I left to be XO of
MAG-11.12

The squadron began to streamline itself in prepa-
ration for becoming carrier-based. One hundred and
eighty-four enlisted Marines were transferred from the
squadron on 1 March 1945, and, on 22 March, Major
William Boland assumed command, bringing 32 pi-
lots with him.

On 25 March 1945, Major Robert Owens, Jr., as-
sumed command of Air Group 6, which was com-
prised of VMF-321, Marine Torpedo-Bombing
Squadron 454, and Carrier Aircraft Service Detach-
ment 6. The Corsairs which VMFE-321 had flown
throughout the war were replaced by 17 Grumman
F6F.3 Hellcats. The new syllabus for carrier-based
squadrons began with familiarization, instrument, tac-
tical, and cross-country flights. Operational training
included gunnery, bombing, strafing, rocket firing,
search, night flying, and air support, along with field
carrier landing practice (FCLP). By the end of April,

the squadron had completed 47 percent of the
syllabus.

VME-321 also completed carrier landing practice and
went on board the Matanikan (CVE-101) for carrier
landing qualifications on 25 May. All pilots had
catapult shots early in the morning and each pilot
made 12 to 17 landings. Air Group 6 made 602 carri-
er landings in one day without a mishap, including
451 landings by VME-321. Back at Mojave, the squa-
dron rushed to complete the syllabus, and on 16 June,
it transferred to Marine Corps Air Station Santa Bar-
bara, but remained under the administrative control
of Marine Air Support Group (MASG) 51.

The next day, Air Group 6 flew to Tacoma,
Washington, to attend the commissioning of the Pugez
Sound (CVE-113), the carrier to which the group had
been assigned. The group squadrons flew in forma-
tion over the carrier during the ceremony.

One month later, on 17 July, VMFE-321 transferred
from Marine Air Support Group (MSG) 51 to Puger
Sound. All hands attended fire fighter’s school before
the ship left for its shakedown cruise. The cruise last-
ed for two weeks and Air Group 6 made the first re-
qualifications without incident. July and August
included heavy training, alternated with periods
ashore at Santa Barbara.

Major Darrell Irwin took command of the Hell's An-
gels on 7 September. By this time, of course, the war
was over, the formal surrender having been signed on
2 September on board the battleship Missoxr in Tokyo
Bay. On 8 September, the Puget Sound sailed from
San Diego for Naval Air Station Ford Island, Pearl Har-
bor. Arriving on 15 September, VMFE-321 was trans-
ferred to Marine Air Support Group 44, 3d Marine

On their way home in February 1945, members of VMF-321 pose for a squadron photo-
graph on the flight deck of the Barnes (CVHE 20) enroute to Guam. Maj Justin N. Miller,
Jr, the squadron’s commanding officer, is seated in the front row, fifth from the right.
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Aircraft Wing. The squadron was based at Marine
Corps Air Station Ewa on Oahu for further training.
Bombing, strafing and air support exercises were run
during this two-week period. On 1 October, all per-
sonnel reported back on board the Puger Sound and
the ship sailed for Tokyo.

When the Puget Sound left port, VMF-321 trans-
ferred to Marine Air Support Group 48. A simulated
attack was made against Midway Island on 5 October.
Army B-25s from Midway were intercepted by the
squadron’s combat air patrol when the bombers at-
tacked the carrier.

The ship crossed the International Date Line on 6
October and on 14 October, Puget Sound dropped
anchor in Tokyo Bay off Yokosuka. On 20 October,
the carrier sailed from Tokyo Bay as a member of Car-
rier Task Unit 51.2.23, part of the Fifth Fleet. Squa-
drons from the carrier acted as air support for the U.S.
Army’s occupation landing forces at Nagoya. From
25-27 October, VMF-321 participated, with the rest
of Air Group 6, in covering the landings. By 28 Oc-
tober, the Puget Sound had returned to Tokyo Bay.
To keep their skills sharp, the Marine crews conduct-
ed flight operations off the Japanese coast.

VME-321 transferred to Marine Air Support Group
44 on 10 October, and five days later, their carrier
transferred to the Seventh Fleet. On 16 November, the
ship got underway for Saipan in the Marianas, and on
17 November, Air Group 6 transferred to MASG-44
Headquarters. Arriving at Saipan on 20 November
1945, all aircraft were flown to Kobler Field, and train-
ing operations began immediately.

At this time, the Puget Sound belonged to TF 74.3,
along with the Szboney (CVE-112), Bairoko (CVE-115),
and four destroyer escorts. The small task force
represented the only combat ready carrier force in the
Pacific as it sailed for the China Sea. Squadron ai-
craft recovered on board the Puget Sound once the
ship was at sea.

The task force anchored at San Fernando, Luzon,

the Philippines on 6 December. Three days later, as
part of TF 72.1 (compirising the same ships), the force
sailed for Hong Kong, arriving on 13 December. One
week later, the task force sailed for Manila, arriving
on 23 December. During this period of see-sawing
back and forth, the task force conducted flight train-
ing operations. Second Lieutenant Weslie T. Howton,
Jr. went in off the bow when the catapult ring on his
plane’s tailwheel assembly stretched, preventing his
aircraft from attaining flight speed. His aircraft was
the only operational loss suffered by VMF-321 during
this time.

The task force reached Apra Harbor, Guam, on 5
January 1946, and picked up aircraft for the trip to
Hawaii. Puget Sound arrived at Ford Island on 14 Janu-
ary and offloaded its aircraft, with another load be-
ing placed on board to be ferried to San Diego. On
17 January, with the personnel of VME-321 as pas-
sengers, the carrier sailed for California, arriving on
23 January.

During the trip to San Diego, word came that
VMF-321 was to be decommissioned. A news release
from the Puget Sound read:

One of the highest regarded outfits in U.S. Marine Corps
aviation is heading for decommissioning this month after
establishing an enviable set of records by both individual
members and as a unit. It is Marine Air Group 6, composed
of VMF-321, commanded by Major Darrell Irwin, USMC,
and Torpedo Squadron 454, under Major James Clark,
USMC.2

The group’s honors included the Asiatic-Pacific
Campaign Streamer with two bronze stars and the
other for the Bismarck Archipelago Operation (one
star for the Consolidation of the Solomon Islands), and
the Victory Streamer of World War II.

VMF-321 transferred to MCAS Miramar on 23 Janu-
ary and on the 28th, the squadron was decommis-
sioned. All personnel transferred to Headquarters
Personnel Group Marine Air West Coast and the squa-
dron records were sent to Washington, D.C.



CHAPTER 2
Rebirth as a Reserve Squadron

As soon as word came that VMF-321 was going to
be decommissioned, a group of Marine aviatots in the
Washington, D.C., area pushed to organize a reserve
fighter squadron. The members came from the ranks
of the pilots, mechanics and ground personnel who
had served with the Hell's Angels in the Pacific. The
new reserve squadron would be based at Naval Air Sta-
tion (NAS) Anacostia on the eastern side of the
Potomac Rivet, across from the national capital.

The Organized Marine Air Reserve Program, com-
manded by Brigadier General Christian F Schilt, sent
out a call early in the summer of 1946 for Marine
officets and men who would be willing to spend ap-
proximately three houts one Saturday a month flying
or maintaining aircraft in a Reserve squadron. General
Schilt, who had been decorated with the Medal of
Honor in 1928 for service in Nicaragua, was tasked with
forming 28 Marine Air Reserve squadrons from 1,150
pilots, 352 ground officers, and 7,000 enlisted men
in the Marine Corps Reserve.

By late June 1946, VMF-321, along with 23 other
Marine Air Reserve squadrons, had reported to Gener-

al Schilt that they had enough people to be opera-
tional. Los Alamitos, in California, had 65 percent of
its squadrons’ billets filled, while NAS Squantum,
near Boston, Massachusetts, had 60 percent manning.
Anacostia reported 30 percent. Most squadrons were
running about 16 percent manned when VMF-321 was
commissioned on 1 July 1946.

Even though the Organized Matine Air Reserve Pro-
gram actually began in 1938, it did not look like a
ready reserve until the postwar squadrons were com-
missioned. In an article, “America’s Insurance For Peace
. . . Sunday Fighter Pilots,” newspaper writer Don
Eddy wrote:

The Organized Marine Air Reserve Program originally was
one of those things that happened too late, too little. It was
first authorized in 1938. War struck before it really got start-
ed. Young men who should have been trained and ready
through this program were, instead, inducted in the mad-
house excitement of wartime and shuffled around like
straws.!4

When VMF-321 was recommissioned, it kept the
nickname “Hell’s Angels,” but was officially called the

“Lake Anacostia” often formed behind Building 150, the air station’s administration build-
ing, during heavy summer thunderstorms. Here 1stLt Henry N. Shadid, left, and 15tLt
Robert C. McGee enjoy a little recreational boating after one such storm in June 1947.
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