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Major Lofton Henderson

Killed during the Battle of Midway, flying an SBD-2

Dauntless 2129.  The Airfield on Guadalcanal was named Henderson Field in his honor.

Credit: USMC date: 1941

Lofton R. Henderson (May 24, 1903 - June 4, 1942) was a naval aviator in the United States Marine Corps during World War II. He was the commanding officer of VMSB-241 at the Battle of Midway and is recognized as the first Marine aviator to die during that battle while leading his squadron to attack the Japanese carrier forces.

Biography

Lofton Henderson was born on May 24, 1903 in Lorain, Ohio.
He graduated from the United States Naval Academy in 1926. Prior to World War II, he served in China, and various Caribbean stations, and on aircraft carriers Langley (CV-1), Ranger (CV-4), and Saratoga (CV-3).

Major Henderson was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross for his heroism at the historic Battle of Midway, one of the decisive battles of history. While leading 16 Marine Corps planes in a glide bombing attack on the aircraft carrier Hiryū, his left wing burst into flames as he began his final approach. Henderson continued the attack and perished as his plane dived toward the enemy carrier.

http://www.pacificwrecks.com/people/veterans/kojima/index.html
Toshio Kojima
228th Infanty Regiment, Japanese Army
by John Innes, 1995
Hill 27I erected the cross for Toshio, when the bones were found on  in October 1995. All the implements around him in the foxhole were American and he was in an American foxhole. At the time, there was a rededication ceremony for Lofton Henderson. General Paul Henderson (his brother) and a group of Marines for the ceremony at Henderson Field. Innes took them along to see the remains. They all agreed that the remains were likely to be that of an American because of all the American equipment in the foxhole. 

The American Marines accompanying General Paul Henderson in the meantime arranged with CILHI that a recovery team would visit and remove the remains. In the meantime John Innes arranged for a simple cross to be made to mark the site and organised Father Percy the Local Catholic priest to perform a Christian ceremony for 'the American'. It seemed appropriate. After not hearing from CILHI for some weeks and our anxiety to establish the identity of the American we went back into the grave site looking for a dog tag. Around his neck was a Japanese dog tag!

http://www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck/valiant-sacrifice-death-skies-over-midway-4-june-1942-full-articlefeb-2008
VALIANT SACRIFICE: Death in the Skies Over Midway 4 June 1942 (Full Article)(Feb 2008)

Submitted by Margot on June 4, 2010 - 12:27am 

Share Email
By Dick Camp

Radio-gunner Corporal Eugene T Card anxiously gripped the stick of the Douglas SBD-2 Dauntless dive bomber, trying to keep the aircraft straight and level, while his pilot, Captain Richard E. Fleming, feverously worked out the location of the Japanese aircraft carriers on his chart board. The order they had been given-"Attack enemy carriers bearing 325 degrees, distance 180 miles, on course 130 degrees at a speed of 25 knots"-seemed simple enough, but trying to locate the Japanese ships in the huge expanse of ocean was akin to finding the proverbial "needle in a haystack."

The Douglas SBD Dauntless dive bomber entered service in late 1940, even though it was considered obsolete because of its low power-to-weight ratio, giving it only fair climbing and maneuver characteristics. Production delays of its replacement, the Curtis SB2C, forced the Marine Corps to order 57 of the SBDs. Despite the aircraft's weaknesses, the SBD-2 carried the fight against Japan in the first six months of the war.

The Dauntless had a crew of two, a pilot and radio-gunner, who manned a single .30-caliber machine gun. Two fixed-forward .50-cal. machine guns that fired through the propeller arc gave the Dauntless additional firepower. The SBD could carry a 1,000-pound bomb in a crutch beneath the plane's center section and two 100-pounders in the wing shackles. According to one pilot, the Dauntless "was a pleasure to fly, powerful and heavy, yet responsive and easy to control."

Cpl Card suddenly noticed First lieutenant Daniel Iverson's SBD-2 closing up fast. As he came alongside, Iverson gestured frantically downward to the left. Card craned his neck, but all he could see was blue sea through the scattered cloud cover. His attention was diverted by Fleming's voice over the intercom, "We've made contact. There's a ship at 10 o'clock. Do you see it?"

Card looked again, and there it was, a slender black shape trailing a long white wake as the ship sped toward Midway Island. Fleming took control of the aircraft. Card secured his control stick and manned the single .30-cal. machine gun in the rear cockpit. Within minutes, more and more Japanese ships could be seen, including the unmistakable shape of two aircraft carriers.

Card watched utterly fascinated as the carriers turned into the wind and started launching aircraft. His reverie was abruptly broken by the squadron commander's voice, "Attack two enemy carriers on port bow." The SBD-2 fell away, losing altitude for a low-level glide-bombing attack. All at once, two streaks of smoke flew past the starboard wing, and Fleming's excited voice called out, "Here they come!"

A Japanese Zero flashed by, climbing almost straight up. Card turned his .30-cal. machine gun on the fighter, but it was already out of range. Another slashed through the formation. Out of the corner of his eye, Card saw a burning aircraft plummeting toward the ocean. A white parachute blossomed but he could not make out who it was. His SBD continued to bore in toward the target, amidst a tangle of diving aircraft.

Major Lofton R. Henderson, commanding officer of Marine Scout-Bombing Squadron 241, cringed at the thought of taking his inexperienced pilots, "the 'greenest' group ever assembled for combat," into the fight. Ten of 28 pilots had joined the squadron against the veteran Japanese fliers in the last week, and only three had any time in SBDs. However, nothing else could be done.

A huge enemy task force under the command of Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, the architect of the Pearl Harbor attack, was headed for Midway. Lieutenant Colonel Ira L. Kimes, CO of Marine Aircraft Group 22, remarked that "it [Japanese task force] appears to have everything but Hirohito with an outboard motor on his bathtub."

Unbeknownst to Yamamoto, American codebreakers had succeeded in cracking the Japanese fleet code and knew his plan of attack. ADM Chester W Nimitz, commander in chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, was determined to stop him. He scraped together a hodgepodge of reinforcements, including VMSB's inexperienced pilots, and rushed them to Midway.
The shortage of gasoline limited pilot training to "two or three hops with practice bombs" and left Maj Henderson with little choice but to devise an attack plan that would give his untrained pilots the best chance for success. He divided them into two striking units-one led by himself, 18 SBD-2s with the more-experienced pilots, and the other led by Maj Benjamin W Norris, 12 of the older SB2U-3 Vindicators with the green airmen, because the SBD-2's performance was far superior to the other aircraft.

The Vindicator was developed in the 1930s and was the first monoplane to be designed as a carrier-based dive bomber. Nicknamed the "Wind Indicator" or "Vibrator" by the Marines because of its slow speed the SB2U-3 was obsolete by the start of the war. One pilot said that as a "dive bomber, it wasn't; the wing structure just would not withstand the terrific stresses of the pullout from a dive. ... 'G' forces put big waves and wrinkles in the wings." When the Marines attempted to dive-bomb with them, the wing fabric began peeling off, and they used adhesive tape to fix them.
Henderson planned on a shallow glidebombing approach because it required less skill than a diving attack. In a series of briefings and chalk talks, he instructed the pilots that he would lead them in a fast power glide to 4,000 feet and then turn them loose to hit the carriers at very low altitude-500 feet or less.

He cautioned the youngsters to get out fast, by hugging the water and using the cloud cover to escape. Everyone knew that his SBD was sadly outclassed by the Japanese Zero. Lastly, Henderson instructed them that upon notice of an incoming raid they were to get off the ground as quickly as possible and assemble at Point Affirm20 miles east of Midway.

Card heard a "Wuf!" and another and another. Black puffballs appeared near his plane, and he realized the sound was from Japanese antiaircraft fire. He was too busy fighting off the Zeros to pay much more attention until "somebody threw a bucket of bolts in the prop," and small holes appeared all over the cockpit.

Card told Walter Lord the well-known author, that "he felt a thousand needles prick his right ankle ... and something hard kicked his left leg to one side." Blood streamed down his legs, but he had no time to stop the bleeding. The Zeros kept boring in, and he had to keep them at bay.

Henderson was ahead of Card's plane, leading the attack. Iverson was just behind. "The first [enemy fighter] attacks were directed at the squadron leader in an attempt to put him out of action," Card recalled. "After about two passes, one of the enemy put several shots through his plane and the left wing started to burn.... It was apparent that he was hit and out of action." Henderson's wingman, second lieutenant Albert W Tweedy, followed him faithfully until he too was shot down.

Capt Armond H. DeLalio, leader of the 3d Section, watched in horror as 2dLt Thomas J. Gratzek's plane burst into flames and plunged toward the sea. Three other SBDs quickly followed-2dLts Maurice A. Ward Bruno P. Hagedorn and Bruce H. Ek, along with their radio-gunners, Privates First Class Harry M. Radford Joseph T Piraneo and Raymond R. Brown.

The survivors, led by Capt Elmer G. "Iron Man" Glidden, pressed the attack "through a protecting layer of clouds. On emerging from the cloud-bank, the enemy carrier was directly below," he recalled, "and all planes made their runs." They were assailed on all sides. The radio-gunners fought back valiantly.

Card had the satisfaction of seeing a Zero burst into flames. PFC Reed T. Ramsey scored a hit at point-blank range; however, Private Charles W Huber's gun jammed and all he could do was point it, hoping to fool the pursuing Japanese. In the heat of battle, PFC Gordon R. McFeely got so carried away that he riddled his own tail.

Glidden picked out a carrier that had "a huge rising sun amidships of the flight deck ... [which] itself was a gleaming light yellow, making it a tempting target." The rest of the squadron followed dropping three 500-lb. bombs that bracketed the warship. "Looking back," Glidden reported "I saw two hits and one miss that were right alongside the bow. The carrier was starting to smoke."

Iverson bored in on another ship, "a carrier mat had two rising suns on the flight deck. ... Two enemy fighters followed me in the dive. I released my bomb at 300 feet before pulling out. It hit just astern of the deck, a very close miss ... [but] may have damaged the screws and steering gear."

Having expended their ordnance, the SBDs beat a hasty retreat. "The fighters pursued us," Iverson related "making overhead runs for 20 or 30 miles. My plane was hit several times." That was an understatement, as more than 250 holes were counted in his aircraft. His throat mike was severed by a bullet, and his hydraulic system shot away.

Second Lt Richard L. Blain and his crewman, McFeely, found themselves in the water. "The ship stayed afloat for two or three minutes," giving them a chance to get in their life raft. Two days later they were picked up by a passing patrol plane.  Second Lt Harold G. Schlendering and PFC Edward O. Smith had to "hit the silk." The pilot survived but the gunner did not.

As the battered remnants of Henderson's division cleared the scene, Norris' slow and clumsy Vindicators arrived. "The clouds became our haven," according to 2dLt Allen H. Ringblom. "Major Norris led us without loss to the target... radioing instructions to dive straight ahead on the target."

Second Lt George T. Lumpkin observed "Major Norris starting his dive immediately from 13,500 feet through the cloud cover ... and came out on the port side of a large battleship."

Lumpkin followed running a gauntlet of fire that was so heavy it was "practically impossible to hold the ship in a true dive." During his dive, Ringblom "received identical holes, about six inches in diameter, in each aileron." The Japanese battleship zigzagged frantically, trying to throw off their aim.

The Marines released their bombs and "saw the battleship practically ringed with near misses, also one direct hit on the bow," according to 2dLt George E. Koutelas. Second Lt Sumner H. Whitten came out of his dive and found himself between two lines of enemy ships that were firing furiously, trying to knock him down. Sergeant Frank E. Zelnis, his gunner, thought it was taking forever to get away, and he called out impatiently, "You dropped your bomb; let's get the hell out of here before we get hit!"

As they pulled out of their dives and attempted to escape, the Zeros swooped down. Second Lt Daniel L. Cummings lost his gunner, Pvt Henry I. Sparks, almost immediately. He related that Sparks "had never before fired a machine gun in the air and could not be expected to be an effective shot, much less protect himself."

Ringblom had "a Zero pass right behind [him] as [he] whipped into a tight turn, only luck making harmless the numerous passes made by the Zeros." Cummings counted five enemy planes on his tail. "In the hit-and-run, and dogfighting, which was my initiation to real war, my old obsolete SB2U-3 was almost shot out from under me. About five miles from Midway my gasoline gave out, and I made a crash landing in the water."

Allen Ringblom also ditched. "I chose to land right in front of a PT boat, and all went so well that I even forgot to inflate my life jacket."

After many perilous encounters, the rest of the squadron made it back to the island. Ringblom arrived dripping wet. A buddy greeted him, saying, "Well, I never expected to see you again." A very much relieved Ringblom blurted out, "Hell, neither did I!"

Fleming executed a perfect three-point landing despite a shot-out tire. As Marines rushed up to take Card away, Fleming announced, "Boys, there is one ride I am glad is over" and shook his wounded gunner's hand. Second Lt Thomas F. Moore remembered calling to his buddy, 2dLt Jesse D. Rollow Jr., "How many got back?" "Eight out of sixteen," Rollow replied shaking his head sadly.

Of the 16 SBD-2s and 11 SB2U-3s that scrambled aloft to attack the Japanese fleet on that fateful June morning, 12 were shot down (eight SBDs and four SB2Us), seven damaged beyond repair and four slightly damaged.

The Marine claims of the number of enemy aircraft destroyed and ships hit proved to be wrong. Subsequent research of Japanese records showed that little actual damage was done. No enemy ships were struck by VMSB-241 bombs, and only six aircraft failed to return to the carriers. Many can argue that the sacrifice of so many Marine pilots and crewmen was in vain; however, ADM Nimitz was not one of them.

"Please accept my sympathy for the losses sustained by your gallant aviation personnel based at Midway. Their sacrifice was not in vain. When the great emergency came, they were ready. They met unflinchingly the attack of vastly superior numbers and made the attack ineffective. They struck the first blow at the enemy carriers. They were the spearhead of our great victory. They have written a new and shining page in the annals of the Marine Corps."
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Figure 6.9. Tracking coverage of the MB-1 sonar system during the search effort for Yorktown. (Graphic created by Paul Oberlander).

http://www.ask.com/wiki/Henderson_Field
Henderson Field

From Wikipedia(View original Wikipedia Article) Last modified on 22 November 2009 at 08:13 

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Jump to: navigation, search
Henderson Field is the name of several airports:

· Henderson Field (Guadalcanal) on Guadalcanal Island in the Solomon Islands, renamed to Honiara International Airport in 2003. 

· Henderson Field (Midway Atoll) on Sand Island in Midway Atoll, an unincorporated territory of the United States. 

· Henderson Field (North Carolina) in Wallace, North Carolina, United States

http://www.pacificwar.org.au/Midway/Marines_arrive_Midway2.html
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MARINES ON MIDWAY - FROM PEARL HARBOR TO FIRST AIR COMBAT FOR VMF - 221
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The Japanese night attack on Midway on 7 December 1941 was limited to naval gunfire from two destroyers because Midway was not a high priority target for the Imperial Japanese Navy at that time. Guam and Wake Island were the high priority targets because their capture would effectively cut the American line of communications between Hawaii and the Philippines. 
The Fall of Guam
On 10 December 1942, the five thousand troops of Japan's elite South Seas Detachment stormed ashore on Guam and quickly overcame the three hundred strong Marine garrison that was equipped with no weapons larger than .30 calibre machine guns.
The Japanese assault on Wake Island
The mission to capture Wake Island had been assigned to Vice Admiral Shigeyoshi Inoue's Fourth Fleet, and aircraft from the admiral's base at Kwajalein in the Marshall Islands were on their way to bomb Wake while the attack on Pearl Harbor was underway. Wake had no radar, and the attack took the defenders by surprise. Eight of the Grumman F4F-3 Wildcats of Wake's Marine Fighting Squadron VMF-211 were destroyed on the ground. On 11 December 1942, a Japanese amphibious force comprising cruisers, destroyers and transports attempted a landing on Wake Island which was garrisoned by 450 men of the Marine 1st Defense Battalion. The Japanese force was greeted with a well directed barrage from the Marine 5-inch coastal batteries. The destroyer Hayate was blown apart, and three destroyers, a light cruiser, and a transport were damaged. The strength of the defence caused the shocked Japanese to withdraw hastily, and they suffered further heavy loss, including the loss of another destroyer, when attacked by the remaining four Wildcats of VMF-211. Thereafter, Wake was bombed continuously and effectively from the Japanese base at Kwajalein.
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The SB2U-3 Vindicator dive-bomber was already obsolete when eighteen of them were assigned for front-line service with Marine Scout Bombing Squadron 241 (VMSB-241) on Midway. The Marine pilots jokingly called their elderly planes "vibrators". They were slow moving targets for the swarms of deadly Zero fighters that protected the Japanese carrier force that attacked Midway on 4 June 1942.
The Marines on Midway acquire a Scout Bombing Squadron
The defenders of Midway were aware that Wake Island had repulsed a Japanese amphibious invasion and was undergoing continuous air attack. The PBY patrol flying boats of VP-21 had all been withdrawn from Midway, and the daily food ration was reduced in case Midway was cut off from Hawaii. In the expectation that they could also face an amphibious assault, the Marines toiled to strengthen their defences.
On 17 December, the Marines were heartened by the arrival on Midway of the seventeen obsolescent SB2U-3 Vindicator dive-bombers of Marine Scout Bombing Squadron 241 (VMSB-241). This squadron had been aboard Lexington when the Japanese treacherously struck the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, and had been diverted with Lexington to hunt for the Japanese carrier force. The seventeen elderly Vindicators were subsequently shepherded from Hickham Field on Oahu across 1,137 miles of open ocean to Midway by a PBY patrol flying boat. First Lieutenant David W. Silvey:
"The men stood on top of their gun emplacement and cheered when the planes droned overhead. They represented a real Christmas present."
The Marine squadron's full complement of eighteen dive-bombers would be achieved with the arrival of an eighteenth Vindicator ten days later.
On Christmas Eve additional welcome reinforcements arrived aboard USS Wright. These were Batteries A and C of the 4th Defense Battalion, Fleet Marine Force, equipped with 5-inch seacoast guns. The new arrivals also brought with them four 7-inch naval guns and four 3-inch naval guns.
The fall of Wake Island provides Midway with a fighter squadron
Wake Island now played a role in bolstering the defences of Midway. The Japanese launched a second and more powerful amphibious assault on Wake Island under cover of darkness on the morning of 23 December 1941. This attack was supported by aircraft from the fleet carriers Soryu and Hiryu. This time the Japanese warships stayed out of range of the Marine batteries, while one thousand Japanese marines in assault barges and patrol boats quietly approached the reefs surrounding Wake. Although two of the larger Japanese landing craft grounded on the reef, the Japanese were able to cross the reef at several places on smaller boats and rafts and establish themselves ashore. With most of his Marines manning seacoast and anti-aircraft guns, and widely scattered machine-gun positions around the lengthy coastlines of the three islands comprising Wake atoll, Marine commander, Major James P. Devereux, had less than one hundred Marines available as infantry to oppose one thousand Japanese troops. The beleaguered Marines were clearly doomed unless reinforcements arrived immediately. 
The US Navy had been initially committed to the relief of Wake, and the carriers USS Saratoga and USS Lexington had been assigned to the relief, together with a Marine fighter squadron aboard Saratoga. However, the slow movement of the relieving force and indecision on the part of senior navy officers in Washington and Pearl Harbor permitted the Japanese to land while both American carrier task forces were too far away to lend their powerful assistance to the Marine defenders. When the acting commander of the Pacific Fleet, Vice Admiral William S. Pye, heard that the Japanese had landed on Wake, he decided to abandon the Marines on Wake to their fate. Pye ordered the relief force, including Marine reinforcements aboard the seaplane tender USS Tangier, to withdraw. The recall was greeted with dismay and anger by many on board the American relieving force.
On learning that the relief force had been recalled, the Marines on Wake had no option but to surrender or face annihilation. On 23 December, Wake was surrendered to the Japanese.
Saratoga had been carrying Marine Fighting Squadron 221 (VMF-221), a squadron of fourteen obsolescent F2A-3 Brewster Buffalo fighters that were intended to reinforce the depleted Marine Fighting Squadron 211 (VMF-211) on Wake. On Christmas Day, a welcome gift arrived for the Marines on Midway in the form of these fourteen elderly Buffalo fighters.
On 26 December, the seaplane tender USS Tangier arrived at Midway. Tangier was carrying reinforcements that had been intended for Wake, but were now to be employed to strengthen the defences of Midway. These reinforcements from the 4th Defense Battalion included another seacoast 5-inch battery, twelve anti-aircraft machine-guns, machine-gunners, an aviation support contingent for VMF-221, and badly needed equipment, including radar.
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The seaplane tender USS Tangier arrived at Midway on 26 December 1941 with Marines, guns, and equipment that were originally intended to reinforce the Marine garrison on Wake Atoll. When Wake and its Marine garrison were captured by the Japanese, these vital reinforcements were used to bolster the meagre defences of Midway. 
At the beginning of 1942, Midway was now garrisoned by the 6th Defense Battalion, with substantial reinforcement from the 4th Defense Battalion, and one fighter and one scout bomber squadron. On Eastern Island the airstrip had now acquired facilities appropriate to a major airbase. Fortunately for pilot morale, the Marines on Midway were unaware that their elderly aircraft lagged far behind the combat performances of their Japanese counterparts, and especially, the nimble Zero fighter. 
The Imperial Japanese Navy pays Midway more unwelcome visits
During twilight general quarters on 25 January 1942, the Japanese submarine I-173 quietly surfaced at 1748 hours off the entrance to Brooks Channel (the man-made channel between Sand and Eastern Islands), and opened fire on the radio masts on Sand Island. The submarine was clearly visible from shore in the afterglow from the sun, and the four 3-inch guns of Battery D on the south-eastern shore of Sand Island provided a quick response that bracketed the enemy intruder. Perhaps surprised by the speed and accuracy of the Marine return fire, the Japanese commander crash-dived his submarine at 1751. This brisk three minute action caused no damage on Midway.
The Japanese submarine that had shelled Midway did not escape unscathed. While under way on the surface on the morning of 27 January, I-173 was torpedoed by the American submarine USS Gudgeon. 
The Imperial Japanese Navy visited Midway again on 8 February. On this occasion, a submarine surfaced at twilight off the southern shore of Sand Island and began firing at the radio masts. A fast response from the two 5-inch guns of Battery A on the south-western side of Sand Island caused the submarine to break off the action and submerge. Damage ashore was only slight.
Two days later, at twilight on 10 February, a Japanese submarine surfaced off the entrance to Brooks Channel. On this occasion, the Marine Air Group at Midway was prepared and waiting for the intruder. Two Marine Buffalo fighters had been flying the sunset anti-submarine patrol, and were above Midway when the submarine surfaced. The Japanese commander only had time to fire two rounds that splashed harmlessly into the lagoon before his submarine was bombed and strafed by the Marine pilots. The submarine broke off action and crash-dived. The hot receptions provided to unfriendly Japanese visitors were clearly effective. After this last visit, the Marines were afforded a lengthy respite from shelling by Japanese submarines.
The Marines on Midway learn to live underground
The risk of attack from the sea or air at very short notice required the Marines on Midway to adopt and adapt to a largely underground existence. Lieutenant Colonel Robert C. McGlashan, Operations Officer, 6th Defense Battalion:
"(On Midway)…underground living prevailed, except while in contact with the enemy or under attack… Breakfast, supper, and a midnight snack with hot coffee were served to all positions from the central galley in food containers by truck. Since we stood a morning and evening stand-by, there was not time to serve a noon meal during the day, as the process of distributing food to the widely dispersed gun positions by food container and getting them returned and cleaned for the next meal was a lengthy one. All food was prepared at the main galley in the newly completed barracks where the men would also go during the day in increments to bathe. The lack of a noon meal was quite disconcerting to new arrivals, but they soon became accustomed to it.." 
All activities away from battle stations had to be carried on during the day, and after the evening stand-by, everyone went underground for the night except for the men on watch above ground. Sleeping underground has its good points as it is quiet, there is no early sun to bother one after a night on watch, and there is a great feeling of security from surprise submarine attack. It is true that the dugouts were often hot in the summer months and cold in winter, and at first were much too crowded and lacked proper ventilation, but by and large it was a very pleasant existence." 
Marine Fighing Squadron 221 sees its first air combat 
On 1 March 1942, the two Marine squadrons on Midway and their headquarters were reorganised and renamed Marine Air Group 22. No additional aircraft were assigned to MAG-22 which, for operational purposes, still comprised one scout bomber squadron (VMSB-241) and one fighter squadron (VMF-221). On 20 April, Major Lofton R. Henderson arrived on Midway to take command of the scout bombers of VMSB-241.
On 10 March, pilots of VMF-221 saw their first air combat when radar detected an enemy intruder approximately forty-five miles west of Midway. Twelve Buffalo fighters under Captain Robert M. Haynes were vectored out to intercept the intruder which turned out to be a Japanese four-engined Kawanishi 97 "Mavis" patrol flying boat. The Japanese aircraft had almost certainly come from Wake Island. After several firing passes by Marine pilots, the Japanese flying boat fell into the sea. One American pilot was wounded in the engagement. 
Apart from being the first enemy aircraft shot down by VMF-221, this action has particular historical significance. It is very likely that this was the Japanese flying boat that had been assigned to carry out a photographic reconnaissance of Midway to provide intelligence for the major Japanese assault on Midway planned for early June 1942. The Marines would first learn that they were the intended target of a major Japanese amphibious operation when the Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet, Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, paid them a personal visit on 2 May 1942.
The US Army Air Corps provides a very unusual addition to the defences of Midway 

On 29 May 1942, the US Marines on Midway were further cheered by the arrival of a very unusual addition to their meager strike potential. Four US Army Air Corps B-26 Marauder twin-engine medium bombers landed on the Eastern Island airstrip. Each of these normally sleek aircraft had a 1,000-pound torpedo slung beneath the fuselage, and as each bomber made its ungainly way to a dispersal bay, it was obvious to the watching Marines that there was very little clearance between the lethal "eggs" carried by these Army birds and the runway. This was a unique moment in the history of the US Army Air Corps. Never before had the Army Air Corps sent a bomber into combat with a torpedo slung beneath it; and it would never happen again after the Battle of Midway. The fact that this happened at Midway in June 1942 was mute testimony to the need for desperate measures to confront the the looming threat from a very powerful enemy who gave no quarter, and expected none.
The flight of four torpedo equipped B-26 Marauders was led by Captain James J. Collins. Jim Collins was assigned to the 69th Squadron, 38th Bombardment Group. This squadron had been bound for service in Australia, when the pressing need to reinforce the defenses of Midway caused four of the Marauders to be detached from the squadron at Hawaii and jury-rigged to carry torpedoes. The pilots and aircrews of the four Marauders had effectively drawn "short straws". At this stage of the war, with the United States Navy equipped only with obsolescent Navy Devastator torpedo bombers, aerial torpedo bombing of a defended Japanese carrier group was widely regarded as a form of air combat verging on suicidal. None of the Army bombers was expected to survive this attack on Japanese carriers defended by deadly Zero fighters. After the briefest of instruction in aerial torpedo bombing by the US Navy, the four B-26 Marauders had taken off for Midway on 29 May with a torpedo slung beneath each bomber. 
None of the Army pilots had had been given the opportunity to practice dropping a torpedo before embarking on the 1,200 mile journey to Midway!
http://www.pacificwar.org.au/Midway/MidwayIndex.html
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THE END OF AKAGI
This image depicts Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo's flagship Akagi after it had been attacked at the 
Battle of Midway by the SBD dive-bombers of Lieutenant Richard H. Best, USN and his two wingmen.
http://www.pacificwar.org.au/Midway/Midway_attacks.html
THE MIDWAY COUNTER-ATTACK ON THE NAGUMO CARRIER FORCE
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Upon hearing the location of the Japanese carrier strike force approaching Midway, Rear Admiral Fletcher ordered his carriers to close with Vice Admiral Nagumo's carriers and prepare to attack. While the American carriers were steaming on a south-westerly course towards the enemy, four waves of US Navy, Army Air Corps, and Marine Corps torpedo and dive-bombers were launched from Midway at the Japanese carriers. US Army Air Corps B-17 bombers that took off before dawn to attack Japanese invasion transports approaching Midway from the south-west were redirected to attack Nagumo's carriers. 
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"THE MIDWAY MARAUDERS" by John Greaves 
Four US Army Air Corps Martin B-26 Marauder medium bombers had been quickly jury-rigged in Hawaii to carry torpedoes in defence of Midway Atoll. No Army bomber had ever been equipped to carry a torpedo before, and none of the pilots had any experience in dropping torpedoes. This image by artist John Greaves captures the moment when "The Midway Marauders" are approaching the Japanese carrier strike force and are under attack by the deadly Zeros fighters. The lead B-26 is being piloted by Captain James F. Collins, Jnr. First Lieutenant James P. "Jim" Muri's "Susie-Q" brings up the rear at bottom right. 


To understand how close to defeat the United States came at Midway in the face of seemingly overwhelming odds, and how important to the outcome of this momentous battle were American code-breaking expertise, astute planning, good luck, and the heroism of American aircrews, it is necessary to give some details of the initial disasters experienced by the Americans on this day. 

Midway had only twenty-six operational fighter aircraft, and none could be spared to escort and protect four separate waves of Midway-launched bombers from the deadly swarms of Zero fighters that were guarding the Japanese carriers. It was not even possible to coordinate the Midway bombing attacks because of the mixed nature of the aircraft involved
	Author's Note
Between 0705 hours and 0837 hours on 4 June 1942, Midway-based US Navy, Army, and Marine bomber squadrons pressed home five separate and resolute attacks on Japan's First Carrier Striking Force as it approached Midway. None of these attacks inflicted significant physical damage on the Japanese carriers, and lacking their own fighter protection, the dive-bomber and torpedo bomber squadrons from Midway were savaged by Zero fighters and many planes failed to return.
The question is sometimes asked, "Did those lost aircrews make any significant contribution to the American victory at Midway?" The answer is: "Yes. Their sacrifices were not in vain". The question only appears to persist because some historians have failed to appreciate the significance of these initial attacks in laying the foundation for the American victory. The five separate bombing attacks from Midway Atoll formed part of a continuing sequence of American attacks that combined to throw Japan's First Carrier Striking Force off balance, and keep it off balance and vulnerable from 0705 to 1022 when the SBD dive-bombers from Enterprise and Yorktown were able to exploit that vulnerability. 
One major purpose of this account of the Battle of Midway is to acknowledge the historical significance of the five attacks from Midway Atoll and three US Navy carrier-launched torpedo squadron attacks between 0705 and 1022 that laid the foundation for the American victory. 


and wide variations in speed and pilot training. 
The first wave of American bombers from Midway comprised the six orphaned Navy Grumman TBF* torpedo bombers that should have been aboard the carrier USS Hornet. These bombers carried a crew of three and were part of a detachment of nineteen of these new dive-bombers that had arrived in Hawaii on 29 May 1942 to join Hornet's Torpedo Squadron Eight (VT-8). They found that Hornet had sailed for an unspecified destination on the previous day. When informed that six of of the new dive-bombers were required at Midway Atoll, there was no shortage of volunteers from the VT-8 aircrews left behind in Hawaii. None of them had experienced combat, and Ensign Albert K. Earnest had never before flown out of sight of land. None of them had known why they were going to Midway. 
*Later to be designated "Avenger" in memory of Pearl Harbor. 
Lieutenant Langdon K. Fieberling was commander of the six US Navy TBFs on Midway. At 0545 hours, he was receiving a last minute briefing from the commander of Marine Air Group 22, Lieutenant Colonel Ira E. Kimes, when the message came from Lieutenant Chase's patrolling PBY: "Many planes heading Midway bearing 320 degrees, distance 150". Fieberling gathered together his six aircrews and they climbed aboard their TBFs and started engines. A Marine orderly climbed onto Fieberling's wing to deliver the order to attack the Japanese carriers and provide details of bearing, distance, and speed of the carriers. The last Marine fighter of VMF-221 had barely cleared the airstrip when the first TBF followed it.

The attack by six detached US Navy Grumman TBF torpedo bombers of USS Hornet's Torpedo Squadron VT-8 
Lieutenant Fieberling's six TBFs had reached their cruising height of 4,000 feet when they passed close to the incoming Japanese carrier-launched strike force. Ensign Earnest's turret gunner, Aviation Machinist Mate Third Class (AMM3) J. D. Manning, spotted the Japanese formation and alerted Earnest to the enemy presence. The TBFs passed the Japanese formation very quickly and only one Zero fighter showed tentative and quickly stifled interest in the small group of American torpedo bombers.

The Navy TBFs were closely followed from Midway by a second wave comprising the four Army Air Corps B-26 Marauder medium bombers that had been hastily modified by the Navy at Pearl Harbor to carry an aerial torpedo. The Army Marauder bombers were led by Captain James F. Collins, Jr. It was an historic mission for the US Army Air Corps. No Army bomber had previously been fitted with torpedoes. None of the Army pilots had been trained to launch torpedoes aimed at an enemy warship. 
The Midway TBFs and Marauders came upon Vice Admiral Nagumo's carrier fleet almost simultaneously. The two groups of American torpedo bombers were spotted first aboard Akagi. Nagumo's official Midway action report places this sighting at 0705. The Japanese flagship immediately assumed battle speed and turned directly towards the unwelcome arrivals to minimise its target profile. The TBFs and Marauders caused some confusion to observers aboard the Japanese ships who identified them variously as heavy bombers and PBY Catalinas.
It appeared to the Japanese, and it is recorded in Nagumo's action report, that the American torpedo planes divided into two groups at 0710. What was actually happening was that Collins and Fieberling were making independent attacks on the carriers. Fieberling led his TBFs in first. The swarming Zeros struck viciously before the TBFs and Marauders came within torpedo range of the Japanese carriers. The TBFs had opened their torpedo bay doors early to ensure damage to hydraulic systems did not prevent them being opened. Unfortunately, the open bay doors slowed their speed and made them easier victims for the deadly Zeros. 
Ensign Earnest had never before seen a massive warship fleet from the air. The vast expanse of Japanese warships stretching from horizon to horizon presented an amazing sight. After taking in this unforgettable image, Earnest concentrated all of his attention on finding a target carrier. He saw Lieutenant Fieberling signalling for an attack on two carriers at the centre of the vast array of Japanese warships. Then his turret gunner, AMM3 James D. Manning, called a warning that the Zeros were upon them. As the Japanese fighters made their firing passes, Earnest could hear the sharp clunk of their bullets striking his plane and the clatter of return fire from his turret gunner. Fieberling led his small formation of TBFs down close to the surface of the ocean with the Zeros continually snapping at their heels. Earnest could no longer hear his turret gun firing, and upon checking, the radioman and tunnel gunner, Radioman 3rd Class Harry H. Ferrier, found the apparently lifeless turret gunner slumped over his gun. Earnest's TBF was hammered again as another Zero made its firing pass. This time Harry Ferrier was hit in the wrist by a bullet. In the next firing pass a Zero bullet creased Harry Ferrier's head and he lapsed into unconsciousness. The Zero's bullets severed the elevator control cables, and Earnest found himself not only effectively alone, but trying to control a plane fast losing all hydraulic power and with elevators not functioning. Describing the loss of control of his TBF bomber, Earnest later said: "The elevator controls went limp in my hands".
Ensign Earnest had also been hit in the last firing pass and was bleeding from a wound in his neck. He still had rudder control and looked around desperately for a target. Seeing a light cruiser, he kicked hard on the rudder control and managed to turn his TBF towards it. He was able to launch his torpedo in its direction from an altitude of about 200 feet, but was too busy wrestling with the controls of his crippled bomber to see whether the torpedo made contact. Earnest was now down to about 30 feet above the water and bracing himself for impact when he discovered that his elevator trim tab control was still functioning and was sufficient to lift or lower the nose of the badly damaged bomber. The Zeros pursued him and continued to fire at his plane until he was well clear of the Japanese fleet. Then they disappeared. They had either been recalled to meet another threat or had run out of ammunition. 
Ensign Earnest found himself alone over the ocean in a crippled bomber with the vast expanse of the Japanese carrier fleet between him and Midway. The engine was still working, but his electrical and hydraulic systems had been knocked out. How to find Midway without compass, instruments, and radio was exercising the mind of this inexperienced teenage pilot. Reckoning that Midway lay somewhere to the south-east, Earnest worked his way around the Japanese fleet and pointed his plane in the direction of the morning sun. He was eventually rewarded by the sight of a towering column of smoke from the burning oil tanks on Midway. He was further cheered by Harry Ferrier regaining consciousness and crawling up to keep him company. 
The landing on Midway at 0940 on one wheel fell well short of elegant, but those who examined the badly damaged TBF were amazed that the young pilot had been able to land the plane in one piece. Harry Ferrier was helped out of the crashed TBF by First Lieutenant Jim Muri (see below) who had shortly before piloted a badly damaged B-26 Marauder bomber back to Midway after making his own attack on the Japanese carriers. The TBF detachment had been savaged by the Zeros and only Albert Earnest and Harry Ferrier survived to return to Midway. There is no record of any damage to the Japanese carrier fleet from the TBF attacks.
The attack by four US Army Air Corps B-26 Marauder torpedo bombers
Captain James Collins could see the Navy TBFs carrying out their low level torpedo attacks ahead of him as he led his four B-26 Marauder bombers in a diamond formation directly towards the carriers that he could see at the centre of the Japanese fleet. The carriers were already scattering to evade the TBF torpedoes. Swerving his bomber, first left and then right, to avoid intense anti-aircraft fire, and diving close to sea level in an attempt to frustrate the swarming Zeros, Collins focussed on a large carrier that turned out to be Vice Admiral Nagumo's flagship Akagi. Under intense fire from both Zeros and warships, the Marauders piloted by Captain Collins and First Lieutenant Jim Muri broke through the protective cordon of Zeros at about 200 feet above sea level and launched their torpedoes at Akagi. To evade the B-26 torpedoes, Akagi swung sharply, first to starboard and then to port. Neither torpedo struck home, but Jim Muri left a US Army calling card by strafing the flight deck of the admiral's flagship at 0712. Nagumo's action report notes that the Number 3 anti-aircraft gun was damaged and two sailors were injured in Muri's daring attack on Akagi. With every gun on Akagi pouring fire on it, one crippled B-26 passed very close to the flagship's island structure before dipping and plunging into the ocean. At this point, the only damage inflicted on the Japanese carrier fleet was that produced by Jim Muri's strafing of Akagi's flight deck.
First Lieutenant Jim Muri's remarkable attack on Vice Admiral Nagumo's flagship is described in the next chapter.
Captain Collins and First Lieutenant Muri were both able to nurse their badly damaged bombers back to Midway. Jim Muri's B-26 was found to have more than 500 bullet holes in it. Although commending his bomber's leakproof fuel tanks and protective armour, Captain Collins reported bitterly that his rear and waist (dorsal) turret guns had jammed repeatedly during the heat of the action over the Japanese fleet. The guns in the tail turret had to be fed by hand when the motors proved incapable of pulling the ammunition belts. Once again, the lives of young Americans had been put at risk, and sacrificed, by neglect of defence spending during peacetime.
The attack by sixteen Dauntless SBD-2 dive-bombers of US Marine Scout-Bombing Squadron 241 (VMSB-241)
The two waves of torpedo bombers from Midway were followed by a third wave of sixteen Douglas SBD-2 Dauntless dive-bombers from Marine Scout-Bombing Squadron 241 (VMSB-241). The dive-bombers were led by the squadron commander, Major Lofton R. Henderson. Because most of his young pilots lacked experience with the SBD-2 dive-bomber and in the highly skilled technique of dive-bombing, Major Henderson decided to resort to a gliding approach to the Japanese carriers rather than the normal steep dive associated with dive-bombing. Unfortunately, a glide approach would render the SBD-2s more vulnerable to attack by defending fighters and to anti-aircraft fire from warships. The plan was to maintain tight squadron formation in a fast glide from 8,000 to 4,000 feet and then allow each pilot to separate and attack the most accessible carrier target. After the attack, each of the SBDs would retire by seeking cloud cover or hugging the water until clear of the Japanese fleet. The eleven Vindicator dive-bombers would be led as a separate group by Major Benjamin W. Norris. The heavily patched Vindicators were too slow to fly in formation with the newer and faster SBDs.

The first of Major Henderson's SBDs cleared Midway at 0610, and they assembled at a pre-arranged rendezvous about twenty miles from Midway. They could hear on their radios that Midway was under bombing attack from Lieutenant Tomonaga's level bombers. Then came the order from the commander of Marine Air Group - 22, Lieutenant Colonel Ira E. Kimes: 

"Attack enemy carriers bearing 320 degrees, distance 180 miles, course 135 degrees, speed 25 knots".

They sighted the Japanese carriers at 0755, and Major Henderson's voice came over the radio: 

"Attack two enemy CV on port bow."

Corporal Eugene Card was gunner to Captain Richard E. Fleming, the squadron navigator. Through a gap in the clouds he saw four Japanese carriers. Card watched fascinated as the carriers turned into the wind and began launching fighters to engage the unwelcome visitors. Captain Fleming shouted over the intercom to him: "Here they come!" A Zero flashed past in a steep climb, and now the Zeros were swarming around them like angry hornets.
Second Lieutenant Harold G. Schlendering could not help but admire the agility of the Zeros and the combat skills and teamwork demonstrated by their pilots. Particularly unsettling, was the calculation employed by Zero pilots who waited until an SBD gunner was reloading before diving in for a kill. The Zero pilots quickly identified Major Henderson as the squadron commander, and concentrated their fire on him. With one wing in flames, Henderson's SBD was observed plunging towards the sea. At least one parachute was seen to blossom, but it would make no difference. No American airman survived capture at Midway. Captain Fleming immediately assumed command of the Marine SBD squadron and led his planes into a low cloud bank.

The Marine SBDs had been sighted first aboard carrier Soryu at 0748. After launching additional Zeros to augment their combat air patrols, the four Japanese carriers scattered. Despite this rapid dispersal of the carrier fleet, Captain Fleming found himself almost directly over a carrier at a height of about 2,000 feet when he led his SBD squadron out of the cloud cover. The Marine pilots were surprised to see that no camouflage had been applied to the carrier's yellow flight deck and a large red rising sun insignia painted on the flight deck provided them with a natural aiming point. By using cloud to screen their approach, the Marine SBDs had broken through the outer cordon of Zeros and were able to bracket the carrier Hiryu which disappeared behind a cloud of smoke and spray. Several sailors were killed and wounded when Captain Fleming strafed the Japanese carrier. The Kaga was also lucky to evade three bombs that exploded close to her stern. Both carriers escaped without damage. 

The Marine SBDs came under intense fire from Zeros and warships throughout their attacks on the Japanese carriers, and only ten bullet-riddled SBDs cleared the Japanese fleet and headed back to Midway. Only eight of the SBDs reached Midway, and only two of these planes were fit for further service. 1st Lieutenant Daniel Iverson, Jr. braved a storm of anti-aircraft fire to score one of the three near misses on the stern of the carrier Kaga. Inspection of his SBD back at Midway revealed 210 holes in the plane.

Captain R. L Blain was one of those whose engine failed on the return flight to Midway. He was forced to ditch in the ocean. After forty-eight hours on a tiny inflatable raft, he and his gunner were rescued by a PBY Catalina searching for downed airmen.

Lieutenant Schlendering's engine failed when he was still several miles from Midway, and he and his gunner, Private First Class Edward O. Smith, were forced to bail out over the ocean. Lieutenant Schlendering could see a reef some distance away and decided to swim for it, but when he looked around for Private Smith, he found that the unfortunate gunner was nowhere to be seen. At about 1000 on that same morning, a Midway torpedo boat found and rescued Schlenderling. A search of the area failed to locate Private Smith.

Major Henderson's name would later be immortalised when assigned to the strategically vital American airfield on the northern coast of Guadalcanal.

Midway-based air attacks force a heavy increase in the Japanese Zero fighter screen and exhaust Zero reserves
Although no direct hits on carriers were scored, Major Henderson's SBDs made their own important contribution to the ultimate American victory at Midway. The Marine SBDs succeeeded in further scattering both the carrier formation and its screening Zeros. To protect the scattered Japanese carriers adequately, the commander of the Zero combat air patrol was forced to supplement the fighter screen above the carriers by drawing on reserves intended to support a second wave attack on Midway Atoll. When he was satisfied that there were enough Zeros aloft to protect the now widely dispersed carriers, there were none left to escort immediately and protect either a second wave attack on Midway or a warship strike if an American carrier threat should materialise. This grave danger appears not to have registered with Vice Admiral Nagumo. It appears likely that the unaccustomed pressure of being under intense and sustained air attack by an enemy was now affecting the judgment of Nagumo and his senior staff officers. 
The attack by Midway-based Army Air Corps B-17 heavy bombers 

A fourth wave of fifteen US Army Air Corps B-17 heavy bombers from Midway led by Lieutenant Colonel Walter C. Sweeney, Jnr. arrived over the widely scattered Japanese carriers at about 0814. Their initial mission had been to attack Japanese troop transports approaching Midway from the south-west when Captain Simard redirected them by radio to attack Nagumo's carrier force. The menace of the B-17 heavy bombers produced more frantic evasive manoeuvres by the Japanese carriers. The B-17s dropped their bombs from 20,000 feet on Hiryu and Soryu. Although both carriers were bracketed by bombs and disappeared behind huge columns of water, they emerged unscathed. The B-17s captured some excellent high-level photographs of Japanese carriers engaged in evasive manoeuvres, but scored no hits. The Zeros showed little inclination to engage the high flying and heavily armed B-17s, and all B-17s returned safely to Midway.
The attack by the obsolete Vindicator bombers of VMSB-241
VALIANT VINDICATORS by Stan Stokes
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Vought SB2U-3 Vindicator dive-bomber
In this Stan Stokes painting a Vindicator lumbers into the air from Midway's Eastern Island with its 500-pound bomb load on 4 June 1942. The SB2U-3 Vindicator dive-bomber was already obsolete when eighteen of these US Navy carrier cast-offs were assigned for front-line service with Marine Scout Bombing Squadron 241 (VMSB-241) on Midway. The Marine pilots jokingly called their elderly planes "vibrators". They were slow moving targets for the swarms of deadly Zero fighters that protected the Japanese carrier force that attacked Midway on 4 June 1942.
A fifth wave of eleven obsolete and heavily patched Vought Vindicator SB2U dive-bombers from Midway's VMSB-241 was led by Major Benjamin W. Norris. Norris had no illusions about the ability of his lumbering Vindicators to reach the Japanese carriers. He directed his squadron to attack the battleship Haruna at 0820, but scored only near misses. By this time, all of the Japanese Zeros including those reserved for the second Midway attack wave were aloft protecting Nagumo's widely dispersed carrier fleet. The Zeros attacked the slow moving Vindicators but appeared to lack the enthusiasm and sharpness displayed in repelling the earlier Midway-based attacks. This is perhaps not surprising considering how long the Zero pilots had been in the air screening the fleet, battling incoming enemy bombers, responding to false alerts from all sectors of the now widely dispersed Japanese carrier fleet, and returning to their carriers to refuel and rearm before taking to the air again. It is also possible that the Zeros were more concerned to protect the more vulnerable and widely dispersed carriers. 

Seven of the elderly Vindicators somehow managed to return to their base. Midway now had nothing left to throw at the Japanese invaders.
The sacrifices made by the Midway-launched bombers had not been in vain
The sacrifices of the gallant US Navy, Army, and Marine squadrons from Midway had not been made in vain. Although failing to score any significant hits on the Japanese carriers, these attacks pressed home courageously without fighter escort by successive waves of American bombers compelled the Japanese carriers to undertake frantic evasive manoeuvres that broke up their tight battle formation, scattered the Japanese warships, and used up all of the Zero reserves as fighter patrols to protect the scattered fleet. The Japanese were now more vulnerable to an American carrier attack. Vice Admiral Nagumo was facing pressure of a kind that he was unlikely to have experienced before. The First Carrier Striking Force had been thrown off balance by the successive attacks from Midway, and Nagumo needed time to regroup.
	Author's Note on further Reading
This account of the Midway counter-attack on the First Carrier Striking Force on 4 June 1942 is necessarily a brief one in the context of a web-site that covers the first fifteen months of the Pacific War. Viewers with an interest in the Battle of Midway are strongly urged to read the vivid and gripping account of this great battle provided in Walter Lord's: "Midway - The incredible Victory" (1967) . Walter Lord interviewed many of the American and Japanese participants in the Battle of Midway, and his classic work is greatly enriched by their contributions to the story as he tells it in his book. Also strongly recommended is "Miracle at Midway", by Gordon W. Prange et Al (1982).
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Many of the fine aviation artworks generously provided for viewing on the Pacific War Web-site by leading artists Stan Stokes, Roy Grinnell, David Gray, and many others, can be viewed online and purchased at the Aviation Art Hangar. Searching for paintings of a particular aircraft is made easy with the "Locate by aircraft" menu. 
http://www.pacificwar.org.au/Midway/June4.AM2.html
Where are the ‘clouds’?  Note the stark shadows of the aircraft on the deck of USS Yorktown as they prepare to launch – the sun is shining brightly on the ocean surface!
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Douglas SBD-3 Dauntless dive bombers aboard USS Yorktown are being prepared for their devastating counter-attack on Admiral Nagumo's carriers at Midway.
While it was clearly imperative for the Americans to strike, if possible, before Vice Admiral Nagumo was able to launch his own air strike at their carriers, the American Navy had a history of problems in coordinating torpedo, dive-bomber and fighter strikes, even when those aircraft were all launched from the same carrier. This flaw in American naval aviation training, when combined with obsolete aircraft, defective torpedoes, lack of combat experience, and rushed aircraft launches on this particular day, would all combine to produce tragic consequences for American Navy torpedo bomber aircrews and bring the United States very close to a major defeat on this morning of 4 June 1942.

The courage of American pilots proves a match for Japan's overwhelming naval power
Lieutenant Commander John C. Waldron, leading his squadron of fifteen obsolete Douglas TBD Devastator torpedo bombers from USS Hornet (Torpedo Squadron VT-8), responded to the failure of the fighters and dive-bombers of the Hornet Air Group to rendezvous with his squadron by leading his bombers away from their original course in a north-westerly direction. He was troubled by the fact that his torpedo squadron had not been joined by its Wildcat fighter escorts from Hornet. He knew that the Devastator was slow and very vulnerable to attack by the fast and nimble Japanese Zero fighter. However, he saw his duty as being to find the Japanese carriers and sink them if he could, and he pressed on. Waldron found Nagumo's carriers at 0920, and ordered his aircraft to attack even though they had no fighter escorts.

Although the attack was pressed home with great courage, the Japanese Zero fighters guarding the carriers overwhelmed the low-flying American torpedo bombers and shot them all down before torpedoes could be launched. Only one American airman survived this attack. The attack by Hornet's VT-8 was over by 0936, and no damage was caused to any of the Japanese ships. 

Two further waves of American Navy TBD Devastator torpedo bombers followed Waldron in low-altitude attacks on the Japanese carriers, and although these attacks were also pressed home with great courage, most of the American bombers were shot down by the swarming Zeros or by intense anti-aircraft fire.

Torpedo Squadron VT-6 from USS Enterprise, led by Lieutenant Commander Eugene E. Lindsey, attacked the carrier Kaga with fourteen TBDs at 0940. At twenty miles out from the big carrier, Lindsey split his squadron into two groups with the intention of attacking Kaga from both sides. It took almost twenty minutes for the lumbering TBDs to catch up with the fast moving Japanese carrier, and during that time, the deadly Zeros took their toll. Lindsey was himself an early casualty. Owing to a failure of radio communications, calls for help from VT-6 failed to reach the Enterprise Wildcats which were flying high above the deadly action at sea level. Ten TBDs were shot down during their approach to the carrier, and the remaining four TBDs launched their torpedoes at about 0958. No hits on Kaga were registered. The four surviving TBDs cleared the Japanese carrier force shortly after 1000.

