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Preface

As youngster in grade school, some twenty-five years ago, I came upon several small, ornate boxes tucked away in an antique wardrobe my parents kept in our formal living room.  I opened them to find my father’s combat decorations from the Second World War, still smartly displayed in their original presentation boxes: a Silver Star with Oak Leaf, a Distinguished Flying Cross, an Air Medal with Oak Leaf, and assorted campaign medals.  Curious, I asked my father how he earned them and he responded by recounting his combat experiences as a B-17 Flying Fortress pilot and navigator with the 19th Bombardment Group (Heavy) in the Southwest Pacific.  Like so many World War II veterans who put their medals away and went on with their lives, my father’s purpose in sharing his experiences was to keep the memory alive of the men who didn’t come back.  He never saw himself as a hero, but he always will be to me. 

Keeping faded memories alive, then, is my purpose in this research report.  Some sixty years after the events my paper describes, the Air Force of the 21st century is far better equipped for expeditionary operations than the Army Air Corps of my father.  We possess an unmatched capability to sustain operations far from our shores.  While technology has become substantially more sophisticated, the principles of warfare remain constant and in that context I offer my paper as a reminder of the criticality of maintaining secure operating bases.  Adequate ‘force protection,’ in the parlance of the 21st century Air Force, remains as critical, and perhaps more so, in the age of ballistic missiles and weapons of mass destruction, as it was in my father’s age of piston-driven bombers and fighter planes.  Without it, the consequences will be even more deadly.        
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Abstract

This research project addresses the initial operational employment of the B-17 in the defense of the Philippines and the rationale behind the decision to deploy the bombers before an adequate air defense network was established, to include air raid early warning radars and modern fighter aircraft in substantial numbers.  After an initial rocky start, the Boeing B-17 rapidly proved itself to be a superior weapon of war.  What senior military and political leaders in Washington failed to consider, however, was the vital importance of employing these offensive weapons of war from secure operating bases.  The B-17 proved its worth many times over in the course of America’s involvement in World War II, but it was certainly not a magic “cure all” with respect to deterring a well-equipped and determined opponent like the Japanese, certainly not in the small numbers that were present in the Philippines on 8 December 1941.

A wealth of information on this issue was available in both Air University Library and the Air Force archives held by the Air Force Historical Research Agency.  The challenge was to sift through the available data, much of it un-indexed, to find the wheat amid vast quantities of chaff.  I was very fortunate to have unique access to a participant in the events under analysis in the person of my father, who was assigned to the 19th Bombardment Group throughout its Southwest Pacific odyssey.  I concluded that the deployment while conceptually wise, was poorly executed.  Alternative basing in areas with an established aerial infrastructure, like the Netherlands East Indies or Singapore, would have been a better choice than the under-developed Philippines.

The heroic annals of the Army Air Forces (AAF) in the Second World War recount the exploits of hundreds of individual units scattered across the globe in every clime and condition imaginable.  Fortunately for our nation and the free world, the AAF story ends far more gloriously than it begins.  The decisive victory won by the Allied powers in 1945 appears inevitable in the comfortable perspective of post-war scholarship.  However, to the contemporary observer in the dark days of December 1941 and the months that followed, the final outcome of the war by no means appeared certain.  The full industrial potential of the United States was years away from being realized.  On every front, save modest Soviet gains at the gates of Moscow, the Allies were thrown back in a stunning succession of ignominious defeats.  One such Allied defeat, the defense of the Philippines, contains the extraordinary tale of America’s first experiment with strategic air power in World War II.  It is the story of the 19th Bombardment Group (Heavy), which was equipped with an aircraft that held great promise as a strategic weapon: the B-17 Flying Fortress.

[image: image1.wmf]
Figure 1: B-17D

The initial US combat employment of the B-17, however, offers a case study of how not to conduct expeditionary air operations. The rush to deploy the bombers in the fall of 1941 in a vain attempt to deter Japanese aggression forced the heroes of the 19th to fight a vastly superior enemy from poorly defended operating bases, where they faced near annihilation.  While the trial by fire of strategic air power in the Southwest Pacific yielded valuable lessons that contributed to the success of later offensive operations, the cost was high.  Of the 210 officers and 1300 enlisted in the 19th who deployed to the Philippines before the war, only 140 officers and 240 enlisted escaped to the Netherlands East Indies.
  Those left behind on Bataan fought on as infantry and, if they survived combat, had to endure the infamous Death March as POWs.  Others who escaped as far as Mindanao became guerrilla fighters in the mountains until liberation in 1944.

[image: image2.wmf]
Figure 2: US and Filipino Prisoners on Bataan

In a 7 October 1941 conference before his departure from Washington DC to take command of what became the Far East Air Force (FEAF), Maj Gen Lewis H. Brereton voiced his concern about the danger of deploying under-protected heavy bombers to the Philippines: 

“I repeated to General [George C.] Marshall [US Army Chief of Staff] my opinion that if the situation in the Far East was critical, or was expected to be so, the presence of strong and unprotected bombardment units might easily be a decisive factor to incite an aggressive enemy to air attack.  The enemy would have everything to gain by neutralizing our bomber force before the arrival of units necessary for their protection.  I was told by General Marshall, as I had previously been told by General [Henry H. “Hap”] Arnold [Chief of the Air Corps], that the hazards involved were recognized.  Both were aware that it was a calculated risk.”

Maj Gen Brereton reminded General Arnold of his statement during an exchange of somewhat accusatory communiqués in late February and early March 1942.  General Arnold signaled to Lt Gen George H. Brett, then deputy commander-in-chief of ABDACOM (American-British-Dutch-Australian Command):

“The information we have received here shows that a total of 326 planes have been lost by US Army and Navy since December 7th.  301 were destroyed on the ground by enemy air action…Apparently greater experience is needed in handling the planes and distributing them on the ground for servicing, maintenance and security.  Our records show that more experienced personnel is [sic] being sent to you than will be available for any other theater.  It is believed that with this [sic] personnel you will be able to carry on effectively.”
  

Maj Gen Brereton’s response pulled no punches: 

“Lack of experience in handling or dispersion of aircraft on ground for service, maintenance, and security has not been primary factor of losses of aircraft on ground by enemy air action.  Losses have been due mainly to failure to provide combat air forces with proper and adequate anti-aircraft defences [sic] including air warning service equipment, personnel and anti aircraft artillery.  Prior to my departure from Washington I stated that in event of war it was almost certain to incur destruction of a bomber force put in the Philippine Islands without providing adequate anti aircraft defence [sic]…Enemy has been allowed complete freedom of action to photograph our ground installations at will by the complete lack of adequate air warning service and fighter aviation…I would welcome advice on how to distribute bomber aircraft on an operating aerodrome for security in view of the fact that throughout the majority of my air operations in Malaya and the Philippines not more than two aerodromes have been available for the operations of heavy bombers for prolonged periods of time.  I protest against the implication that failure to utilize every means available for protections on the ground has been responsible for losses. [Emphasis added].  These are in my opinion due to failure to provide combat commanders with the properly balanced components of an air force with which to wage war against a well lead enemy of superior strength and not repeat not due to shortcomings of local commanders.  This concurred in by Brett and Air Marshal [Sir Richard] Peirse [ABDACOM air chief].”

[image: image3.wmf]
Figure 3: Maj Gen Lewis H. Brereton

[image: image4.wmf]
Figure 4: Lt Gen George H. Brett

The situation facing generals Brereton and Brett in early 1942 was not of their own making, but rather the result of a gamble by senior US military and political leaders who believed that the Japanese could be deterred by the forward deployment of strategic air assets to the Philippines.  A vast amount of material was in the pipeline to the region prior to 8 December, but the Japanese, in effect, called our hand in a high-stakes poker game.  General Emmett C. “Rosie” O’Donnell, who served in the 19th as a squadron commander during its Philippine sojourn, invoked the same analogy in his 1946 response to an inquiry from the AAF Historical Office about the Philippines campaign, “the real culprit [was] – a smug and complacent nation, whose disgraceful lethargy was surpassed only by its feeble attempt to bluff a strong opponent with a handful of nothing.”
 

  The decision to send strategic bombers to the Philippines in 1941 had its roots in the early efforts of the Air Corps to carve out a niche for itself in the Army mission of coastal defense.  In  1931, General Douglas A. MacArthur, US Army Chief of Staff, and Admiral William V. Pratt, Chief of Naval Operations, formally agreed that naval air forces would exclusively support naval forces afloat, while the Air Corps would be responsible for defending the coasts of the United States and its overseas possessions.
  While the agreement did not survive the tenure of either officer, it succeeded in getting the proverbial “camel’s nose under the tent” for the Air Corps.

Captain George C. Kenney, a former instructor at the Air Corps Tactical School and future commander of Allied Air Forces in the Southwest Pacific under General MacArthur, pushed the envelope in 1933 by arguing that the Air Corps’ coastal defense mission included “location [of] and attack upon hostile vessels, landing parties, airdromes, troop and supply concentrations at sea or on land, vital enemy lines of communication and industrial centers.”
  By characterizing attacks on enemy lines of communication and industrial centers as integral components of coastal defense, Kenney’s creative interpretation established a new requirement to develop an aircraft capable of accomplishing such “defensive” missions, independent of land and sea forces.

[image: image5.wmf]
Figure 5: General Douglas A. MacArthur and Lt Gen George C. Kenney

In an effort to market an aircraft capable of fulfilling the newly defined coastal defense mission in both the continental United States and its overseas possessions, the Boeing Aircraft Company of Seattle developed a prototype four engine bomber, the Model 299, which became the B-17.  The 299 first flew on 28 July 1935 and earned its nickname according to legend from an astonished Seattle reporter who declared, “Why it’s a flying fortress!”  The name stuck, but Boeing still needed an Army contract.  On 30 October 1935, the 299 was to compete in a fly-off against a Douglas twin engine design at Wright Field near Dayton, Ohio.  Leslie Tower, the Boeing test pilot, and Major Ployer P. Hill, the Army test pilot, took off with the tail surfaces still locked.  The plane started its climb, stalled, then turned on one wing and crashed, mortally wounding both Tower and Hill in the fire which followed.
 

The crash was a traumatic event for strategic bombing enthusiasts.  Lt Col Eugene L. Eubank, future commander of the 19th Bombardment Group in the Philippines, captured the feelings of those present, “It [Model 299] was the best; we just all loved it, and we damned near sat down and cried when the first one was wrecked.”
  As a result, the Air Corps was left with the Douglas model and purchased 133 of what became the B-18, later considered a flaming coffin in combat because it lacked self-sealing wing tanks.

[image: image6.wmf]
Figure 6: Douglas B-18
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Figure 7: 2nd Bombardment Group YB-17s intercept Rex, May 1938

Fortunately, however, forward thinkers on the Air Staff still had enough influence to commit the Air Corps to purchase thirteen YB-17s for “experimental” purposes.  This decision gave the YB-17 a chance to prove itself in a series of record-breaking feats including a goodwill tour of Latin America in February 1938 and, three months later, a successful interception of the Italian liner Rex 700 miles off the US coast.
  That summer, critics of the plane’s safety were effectively silenced in the aftermath of an incident involving a YB-17 that had been intended for static testing.  Caught in a violent thunderstorm over Langley Field, Virginia, the plane flipped on its back and subsequently went into a spin from which the pilot recovered.  Much to his astonishment the wings, while bent, remained attached.  The static testing equipment registered all the stresses the plane withstood, providing documentary evidence of its sturdiness.

The YB-17 received another boost in 1939 with the release of a document first drafted by the Air Corps Board in 1935: Employment of Aircraft in Defense of the Continental United States (ACB-35), in which the Board argued that the strategic bomber was the ideal weapon for hemispheric defense.  Invoking the Monroe Doctrine, ACB-35 attested that the Air Corps required a capability to conduct missions far beyond the operating radius of the Army or Navy.  To accomplish such missions, ACB-35 recommended that the B-17 should make up one third of the Air Corps bomber force.

Citing both a successful flight test program and military necessity, the Air Corps obtained Army permission to buy its first operational version of the Flying Fortress, the B-17B.  While Boeing was disappointed by the small Air Corps purchase, just thirty-nine planes, it was enough to keep the project alive.  Two heavy bomber groups were equipped with the new planes: the 2nd at Langley Field, Virginia and the 19th at March Field, California.  Based upon the experience of the 2nd and 19th groups with the new plane, Boeing made additional improvements that resulted in the development and production of the B-17C, which boasted enhanced engines for greater speed and higher altitudes, greater armor protection, and more defensive gun positions.

[image: image8.wmf]Figure 8: B-17B and A-17A
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Figure 9: B-17C
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Figure 10: RAF Fortress I

Meanwhile, with the approval of lend-lease in May 1941, the British were permitted to purchase additional US war materiel and expressed particular interest in obtaining an export version of the B-17.  The shipment of some twenty B-17Cs, modified in accordance with British requirements (.50 caliber vice .30 caliber machine guns and self-sealing fuel tanks), came at the expense of equipping Air Corps units.  Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson expressed his concern in the aftermath of the Atlantic Conference in August 1941: 

“ …when I got hold of Marshall and Arnold I found out that what the practical British were after was action and that they [the British] had no idea at all of how the cupboard was bare so far as the United States was concerned.  In that respect we are going to have a hard time.  All they want now is great big 4-engine bombers, regardless of the fact that we are behind in those bombers…”
 

During its service in the RAF, however, the B-17C achieved less than ideal results.  Rather than use the planes as trainers for future, more sophisticated models of the bomber, the RAF employed the B-17Cs in combat.  The British tended to use the B-17C, which they dubbed Fortress I, at high altitude (30,000 ft) in penny packets of no more than three to four planes.  Not equipped with the Norden bombsight, which was reserved for US aircraft, bombing accuracy left much to be desired.  Furthermore, gun mounts tended to freeze at altitude.  Between July and September 1941, the British flew only thirty-nine Fortress I combat sorties against twenty-two targets, losing eight of the twenty aircraft in the process and only getting about half the sorties over the primary target.  In the face of such a poor showing, the British abandoned daylight raids and effectively shelved the Fortress I.

Lackluster results notwithstanding, the AAF incorporated design changes based on the RAF’s experience and ordered forty-two B-17Ds that boasted self-sealing fuel tanks, additional armor protection for the crew, and enhanced armament.
  The design improvements were critical in preparing the B-17 for its next combat tour, though it would be in the skies over the Pacific, not Europe, where the nascent strategic bombers of [image: image11.jpg]


the AAF would be put to the test.

Figure 11: B-17D

The balance of power in the Pacific during the inter-war years was initially governed by the Washington Conference (November 1921 – February 1922), which established a series of interdependent treaties between the major powers.  In exchange for a Japanese commitment to recognize both Chinese sovereignty and unrestricted international commerce in China (the ‘Open Door’), the US and UK agreed to freeze construction and/or improvement of naval bases and fortifications in certain Pacific territories, including the Aleutians, Guam, Samoa, and the Philippines for the US and Hong Kong for the UK.
  In addition, the Washington Conference established a ten-year holiday on capital ship construction and specified limits on future construction based on a tonnage ratio between the US (5), UK (5), Japan (3), France (1.75), and Italy (1.75).  The treaties  would expire on 31 December 1936, or two years after the withdrawal of any signatory.
 

The diplomatic and military balance wrought by the Washington Conference, however, failed to endure.  Endemic political instability in Japan through the late 1920s and early 1930s created an opening for the Japanese military to implement its expansionist agenda starting with the seizure of Manchuria in 1931.  In protest over the League of Nations’ condemnation of their occupation, the Japanese withdrew from the Washington Conference treaties and the League of Nations in 1934.  The resultant changes in the balance of power focused fresh attention on defending America’s Pacific territories and gave new impetus to the development of long-range Army aviation.
 

While the Japanese withdrawal from the Washington Conference meant improvements to fortifications in the Philippines could occur as early as 1936, domestic political and economic factors intervened.  In 1934, the US Congress passed the Tydings-McDuffie Act, which established a twelve-year timetable for Philippine independence.  Combined with the fiscal restraints imposed by the Great Depression, the congressional action eliminated any support for upgrading facilities the United States would be forced to surrender in 1946.

Adequately defending the Philippines until independence, however, posed a difficult quandary for US Army war planners.  In 1935, Brig Gen Stanley D. Embick, chief of the Army War Plans Division, recommended negotiations with Japan to reach an agreement that would keep the Philippines neutral in any conflict involving the US and a Far Eastern power.
  Embick had formed his conclusions about the utility of defending the Philippines two years earlier when he had commanded the Manila Bay harbor defenses.  In a report to the War Department during his tenure on Luzon, Embick proclaimed the strategic significance of the Manila Bay forts “relatively negligible” and that “the Philippine Islands have become a military liability of a constantly increasing gravity.”

[image: image12.jpg]Lieutenant General George H. Brett in the pilot's
seat in The Swoose.





Figure 12: The Philippine Islands
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Figure 13: Luzon Airfields

The maturing capabilities of Army aviation, however, combined with the start of a US military buildup in 1939 following the outbreak of war in Europe, offered new hope of transforming the strategic situation with regard to America’s overseas territories.  The B-17 was the first aircraft in the Air Corps inventory capable of reinforcing US overseas possessions without being crated and shipped by sea, taking weeks to arrive.  Hawaii, home of the US Pacific fleet, was selected as the first outpost to receive the new bombers which would be ferried by the experienced crews of the 19th Bombardment Group.  While the Navy had pioneered the long flight using flying boats years earlier, this would be a first for the Army.  Fearing negative publicity if the flight should fail, it would be conducted in secret.
  

To prepare his crews, Lt Col Eubank, commander of the 19th since April 1940, sent his navigators to the Los Angeles planetarium where they viewed the constellations as they would appear during the 2,400-mile flight.  Ironically, the proximate date selected for the display was in fact the precise night the flight occurred.   Eubank also had the crews conduct trans-continental flights to ascertain optimal power settings and fuel consumption rates for the long flight while they practiced celestial navigation.  For its part, the Navy placed vessels at 500-mile intervals between California and Hawaii, both to transmit weather data and rescue any downed crews, while commercial radio stations at both ends of the flight stayed on the air all night to serve as homing beacons.

With preparations complete, twenty-one B-17Ds took off from San Francisco at  five-minute intervals the evening of 13 May 1941 and safely arrived the next morning on Oahu, 13 hours and 10 minutes later. The successful mass flight set new records and every aviator who made the trip, including 2nd Lt Melvin A. McKenzie, the author’s father, was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for his achievement.  The men of the 19th had decisively demonstrated the Air Corps’ new capability to reinforce America’s overseas territories by air.
  The next major step for the B-17 would come four months later with a deployment to the Philippines.  Several important military and diplomatic [image: image14.jpg]
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“Rubicons,” however, would be crossed before that fateful deployment was ordered.

Figure 14: Maj Gen Eugene L. Eubank
     Figure 15: Lt Col Melvin A. McKenzie

The next milestone came on 9 July 1941 when President Roosevelt asked the Army and Navy to outline their overall military production requirements in the event of war with the Axis powers.  Over the next few weeks, four experts in the Air War Plans Division drafted the war plan’s air annex (Air War Plans Division Plan No. 1 or AWPD-1) which argued for a strategic air campaign against Germany’s oil, electricity, and transportation centers of gravity.
  Adopting a “Germany first” strategy, the overall war plan called for a “strategic defensive” posture in the Far East.

At the end of July, a succession of major events rapidly accelerated the deterioration of US-Japanese relations.  On 24 July, the government of Vichy France reluctantly agreed to Japan’s demand to occupy southern French Indochina.  The move was a decisive turning point in the road to war.  A Japanese occupation of southern French Indochina could not be viewed as an extension of Japan’s war against China.  Rather, the move to Cam Ranh Bay gave the Japanese a springboard to attack the resource rich territories of British Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies.  On 26 July, President Roosevelt issued an executive order freezing all Japanese assets held in the United States and established an oil embargo.
   The very next day, he recalled Douglas A. MacArthur to active duty as a lieutenant general to take command of US forces in the Philippines where he had been training the Filipino army as a field marshal.
 

[image: image16.jpg]The Second Bombardment Group intercepts the Rex.





Figure 16: Pacific Imperial Powers

MacArthur’s appointment marked an important turning point in US military strategy with regard to the Philippines: the territory would no longer be automatically written off.  A former US Army Chief of Staff had attached his personal prestige to the success of its defense and as a result the available resources of the US military, such as they were, would be brought to bear to make the Philippines defensible.  The ensuing Philippines build up began with a War Department assumption that the Japanese would not attack before April 1942, despite the fact that the intelligence annex for War Plan Orange (war with Japan) noted that the best time for landing operations in the Philippines was in December and January, after the rainy season ended.  How the War Department reached its conclusion that hostilities would not begin before April 1942, however, remains a mystery requiring future research.

Before direct aerial reinforcement of the Philippines could begin, fuel had to be stockpiled at Midway, Wake, Port Moresby, and Darwin, all critical weigh stations across the Pacific.  With preparations completed, nine crews of the 14th Bombardment Squadron departed Oahu in their B-17Ds on 5 September 1941 for what they thought would be a three-year tour at Clark Field on the Philippine island of Luzon.  Under the command of Major Emmett C. “Rosie” O’Donnell, the pioneering flight blazed a trail across the Pacific that would be followed by the 19th Group a month later.

While O’Donnell and the 14th Squadron were making their way to the Philippines, General MacArthur submitted a request to the War Department for additional ground forces, aircraft, and air raid warning equipment.  General George C. Marshall, US Army Chief of Staff, responded by assigning the Philippines the highest priority for reinforcement, beginning with an authorized force of 50,000 US regulars.

[image: image17.jpg]Below: The B-17C had more practical, flush gun emplacements, the fuselage blisters being
replaced by removable windows, giving the gunner a better view and greater freedom of
movement. The forward part of the ‘waist window’ had an extendable wind deflector. The under
gunner was also given more room, with an extended bathtub-like emplacement, although the
field of fire was still restricted to an area below the tail. Additional ball-and-socket fixtures were
placed in the nose—in the upper left side and lower right of the bombardier’s Plexiglas, the
centre left-hand side window and the front right-hand side window. The two side window fixtures
were for the use of the navigator. Wright Field retained B-17B 38-211 to develop improved
defensive positions, but, apart from extra nose gun sockets and changes in the waist gun
positions, it appeared little different from a B-17C. (USAAF)





Figure 17: 14th Squadron Route, 5-12 September 1941
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Figure 18: 14th Bombardment Squadron B-17s at Port Moresby, September 1941

[image: image19.wmf]Figure 19: Clark Field, 1941

Meanwhile, the Joint Army and Navy Board approved a national military strategy on 11 September that established assumptions for future operations against the Axis powers.  It adopted a “Germany First” strategy, but included strong language on the Philippines, which were considered “too important to our position in the Far East and our prestige in the world” to be lost to Japan.
  The Joint Board approved the deployment of four heavy bombardment groups totaling 340 bombers and two fighter groups totaling 325 fighters to the Philippines “as soon as possible.”
  O’Donnell’s flight, which arrived at Clark Field north of Manila on 12 September, was just the down payment on a much more substantial commitment.  

The ink was barely dry on the Joint Board plan for the Philippines, however, when the War Department was forced to re-work the aircraft numbers in response to a presidential inquiry.  On 18 September, President Roosevelt asked the War Department to consider increasing the percentage of heavy bomber production slated for the British between 1 October 1941 and 1 July 1942.
  In his response, which addressed AAF requirements across the board, Secretary Stimson reduced the Philippines allotment from four to two heavy bomber groups.  Stimson cautioned, however, “The two groups in the Philippines is the smallest force that can have any real influence in that theatre.  A larger force is needed if Japanese aggression in the Far East is to be retarded.”
 

With revised production allocations subsequently approved, AAF planners developed a schedule for heavy bomber reinforcements to the Philippines that would deliver a grand total of 165 bombers (B-17s and B-24s) by 1 March 1942, out of a total expected production of two hundred twenty bombers.
  While the commitment of such a large percentage of total production highlighted the Philippines’ new importance, time would run out before the bombers could be built and delivered. 

Meanwhile, efforts accelerated in the Philippines to prepare for the new bomber force.  US Army Forces Far East (USAFFE), MacArthur’s Philippine command, submitted a plan to the War Department for a sophisticated air defense network of at least ten long-range radar sites, reporting to a single air defense operations center.  Beyond the promises of more personnel and equipment, $10 million was allocated for airfield construction by the end of October 1941.
  However, construction efforts were greatly hampered by the rainy season, which didn’t abate until November.
  Delays were further aggravated by a shortage of available contractors and construction equipment in the Philippines made more acute by competition from US Navy projects.
 

Meanwhile, with fuel stockpiles replenished on the trans-pacific ferry route,    twenty-six B-17Ds of the 19th Bombardment Group departed California on 21 October 1941.  In order to bring the Group up to its authorized strength of thirty-five planes, minus the nine that had already deployed to the Philippines, B-17s were stripped from other units and new production was sent direct from the Boeing factory to bring the Group up from fourteen to twenty-six planes.
  

Like O’Donnell’s flight with the 14th Squadron in September, the 19th Group passed over Japanese-held islands during the Wake to Port Moresby leg of the trip.  During testimony to the Army Pearl Harbor Board in 1944, General Arnold revealed that the 19th conducted clandestine intelligence during the flight:

“I talked with Admiral [Harold R.] Stark, [Chief of Naval Operations] and he was very worried about what the Japs were doing down in Truk and Jaluit…I made arrangements that these planes that were going to the Philippines would fly off their course to take pictures…it was not until December, for instance, that we finally got those pictures, and then the planes that got the pictures were the last ones to land in the Philippines before the Japs attacked…what the photographs showed we never found out.”

Lt McKenzie recalled that bomb bay cameras were present at Clark Field after the 19th arrived, but could not confirm whether the bombers carried them to the Philippines or if they were shipped by sea.
  Such a photographic mission during the 14-hour leg from Wake to Port Moresby would have been ‘close hold’ information within the Group, making it logical that a junior line pilot would be unaware of it.  That portion of the flight was ostensibly scheduled at night to facilitate celestial navigation, minimize the danger of interception, and ensure a daylight landing at Port Moresby.  However, three B-17s, all flying singly, lagged behind the rest of the flight and had to land at Rabaul on New Britain, which could have put them over Japanese-held islands in daylight.  Major Birrel Walsh, Operations Officer of the 19th, was one of them.
  As one of the most experienced pilots in the Group, he would have been the logical choice to conduct such a clandestine mission.  While confirmation by the participants is now impossible, the sworn statement by Arnold offers strong evidence that the intelligence collection occurred.

With the second installment of B-17s on its way, Secretary Stimson took the opportunity to educate President Roosevelt on air power theory and its strategic application in the Philippines when he responded to yet another presidential memo suggesting a further diversion of heavy bomber production to the British:

“These new four-engine bombers now coming off the assembly line should constitute a great pool of American power…The ability thus to throw great massed power upon a given place at a given time is one of the essential elements of an effective use of air power…A strategic opportunity of the utmost importance has suddenly arisen in the southwestern Pacific…From being impotent to influence events in that area, we suddenly find ourselves vested with the possibility of great effective power…We are rushing planes and other preparations to the Philippines…which has not yet in existence the number of the planes necessary for our minimum requirements…a result of our deferments to the British…Yet even this imperfect threat, if not promptly called by the Japanese, bids fair to stop Japan’s march to the south and secure the safety of Singapore…however, the final success of the operation lies on the knees of the gods and we cannot tell what explosion may momentarily come from Japan.”

On 3 November 1941, precisely five weeks to the day before the war began, Eubank’s B-17s arrived at Clark Field, apparently unbeknownst to the Japanese who later instructed their Consul General in Manila to investigate the presence of the new bombers.
  The same day, Maj Gen Lewis H. Brereton, MacArthur’s choice to be the Far East Air Force commander, arrived in Manila aboard the Pan Am Clipper.  A 1911 graduate of the Naval Academy who cross-commissioned because he favored the Army, Brereton had served with MacArthur during the First World War and was a specialist in close air support doctrine.

A week after arriving, Brereton ordered all air units on alert, specifically tasking the 19th to maintain one of its four squadrons on two-hour alert for reconnaissance and bombing missions.
  Also on 10 November, Brereton met with MacArthur to discuss issues pertaining to his upcoming trip to Australia.  In light of recent events, MacArthur was considerably less sanguine about his initial confidence that the Japanese would not attack before 1 April 1942.
  

[image: image20.wmf]
Figure 20: Australia and New Guinea Area

The next day, with Lt Col Eubank as pilot and Lt McKenzie as navigator and relief pilot, Brereton departed in a B-17 on a seventeen day visit to Australia and New Guinea that included Darwin, Port Moresby, Rabaul, Lae, Townsville, Brisbane, and Melbourne.  Brereton sought transit and basing rights for US air forces, maintenance facilities, pre-positioned munitions storage, and joint training bases with the Royal Australian Air Force.
   The visit was launched in great secrecy with all participants wearing civilian clothes and eschewing military titles, however, Tokyo radio soon reported Brereton’s visit, demonstrating the effectiveness of Japanese agents.
  Brereton was to have undertaken a similar mission to China, Burma, Malaya, and the Netherlands East Indies on 8 December, but the outbreak of war intervened.



On 21 November, while Brereton was still in Australia, the War Department provided MacArthur with a revised version of Rainbow 5, the US plan for war in the Pacific. In the event of hostilities, it directed him to conduct “air raids against Japanese forces and installations within tactical operating radius of available bases.”
  In his communiqué, General Marshall described how MacArthur’s new air assets had transformed the strategic situation: 

“Heretofore, contemplated Army action in the Far East Area has been purely of a defensive nature.  The augmentation of the Army Air Forces in the Philippines has modified that conception of Army action in this area to include offensive [emphasis added] air operations in the furtherance of the strategic defensive, combined with the defense of the Philippine Islands as an air and naval base.”
  

On 27 November, Marshall advised MacArthur that negotiations with Japan had all but broken down and advised him that hostile action could occur “at any moment.”  He further cautioned MacArthur that “if hostilities cannot be avoided, the United States desires that Japan commit the first overt act,” however, such a policy was not to be interpreted in such a way “that might jeopardize the successful defense of the Philippines.”
  MacArthur’s hesitancy to approve offensive action on 8 December likely had its roots in his interpretation of this directive, which contributed to the Clark Field disaster that followed.

In light of the rapidly deteriorating diplomatic situation, the War Department decided to strip the continental United States of all but seventeen B-17s and forward the rest, a mixture of forty-eight B-17Ds and B-17Es, to the Philippines.  The B-17E, with its powered upper and lower turrets and tail guns, had just started to come off the Boeing assembly line.  Brig Gen Carl A. Spaatz, Chief of the Air Staff, directed that these additional bombers depart for the Philippines no later than 6 December,
 with the first nineteen planes expected to arrive on 12-13 December.
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Figure 21: B-17E

The War Department had intended to dispatch additional bombers shortly after the departure of the 19th Group, however, a three week delay in production at the Boeing plant, followed by unusually adverse winds between San Francisco and Hawaii, stalled reinforcements for the Philippines.  General Marshall thought the delay so acute that he dispatched General Arnold to California to personally energize the situation.  Arnold later telephoned Marshall, “These damn fellows don’t realize how serious this thing is.”  “Well,” Marshall responded, “you are there and they are your people.  You start them out.”
  Arnold apparently succeeded and on 6 December he personally pre-briefed twelve crews of the 7th Bombardment Group before they set out in a mixture of B-17Ds and B-17Es on the first leg of their flight to the Philippines.   Unbeknownst to all present, they would arrive over Oahu in the middle of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.
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Figure 22: Del Monte Airfield Site, Mindanao, pre-1941

As the bomber flow started to ramp up, over-crowding at Clark Field became an issue of concern.  When the second echelon of B-17s arrived in November, Clark was the only field considered suitable for heavy bombers.  The situation improved somewhat when the airstrip at the Del Monte Pineapple Company plantation on Mindanao, which began life as a golf course fairway,
 was lengthened in just two weeks by USAFFE engineers to accommodate B-17s.
  The 5th Air Base Group, under the command of Major Ray T. Elsmore, arrived on Luzon on 20 November and was subsequently ordered to Mindanao to further improve Del Monte Field, code named “PLUM.”
  Besides the 5th Group, Maj Gen Brereton had the foresight to dispatch a large cache of bombs to Del Monte along with 200,000 gallons of aviation fuel, which later proved crucial to FEAF bomber operations after 8 December.

Based on Lt Col Eubank’s estimate that Del Monte could only hold six squadrons of B-17s, Brereton opted to send two squadrons of the 19th to Del Monte where they would soon be joined by four squadrons of the 7th Group.  In so doing, Brereton hoped to balance his bomber force by basing one-third forward on Luzon and two-thirds in the rear on Mindanao.
  Brereton’s plans for Del Monte, however, were resisted by MacArthur and his Chief of Staff, Brig Gen Richard K. Sutherland, a self-described “first-class son of a bitch” and private pilot with a proclivity to involve himself in the minutiae of air operations.
  While described as “brilliant and hard working,” even by his detractors, Sutherland had a habit of rubbing people the wrong way, which resulted in being “almost universally disliked.”
  A succession of MacArthur’s air commanders all had a low opinion of Sutherland who had a habit of issuing tactical directives to individual units and otherwise injecting himself into the air commanders’ business.

Sutherland resisted Brereton’s plan to split the bomber force because no provision had been made in USAFFE war plans to defend Mindanao.  On 29 November,   MacArthur expressed the same concern to General Marshall, “The definitive location of the Bomber Command base in Mindanao is not acceptable because that island is strategically a salient and its defense a difficult problem with the force now contemplated.”
  MacArthur did, however, approve the use of Del Monte as a temporary bomber base until such time permanent facilities were constructed in the Visayan Islands at the center of Philippine archipelago.
  With MacArthur’s approval finally obtained, sixteen B-17s took to the air late on 5 December for an initial three-day deployment to Del Monte Field, after which they would return to Clark Field for a Group-wide exercise, scheduled for 8 December but subsequently cancelled.

Like the first efforts at aircraft dispersal, progress was limited in establishing an effective air raid warning system.  Far short of the ten long-range radars planned for, the FEAF air raid warning system on 8 December 1941 was comprised only of coast watchers and a single operational radar at Iba Field reporting to an air defense operations center at Nielson Field near Manila.  The radar at Iba could detect targets at 150 miles, but could not effectively read altitude and lacked sufficient resolution to vector an intercept (blips merged inside three miles on the scope).  Marines operated a second radar at Cavite Naval Base but it was not tied into the FEAF network.
  Two additional radar sets were on Luzon enroute to Legaspi in the southeast and Aparri in the northeast, but had not been set up by 8 December.  The 557th Aircraft Warning Battalion, which would have significantly enhanced Luzon’s air defense network, was ordered to the Philippines but only made it as far as San Francisco by 6 December.
  General Spaatz later complained that the delay in getting radar sets to the Philippines was due to competing demands for the equipment by coastal artillery units, a laughable priority in hindsight.

Once alerted by the air defense network, contesting the skies over Luzon was the responsibility of FEAF Interceptor Command and its force of eighteen P-40Bs, fifty-four P-40Es, and eighteen P-35s, less than half the revised total of 240 modern fighters slated for the Philippines, with the remainder still in the logistics pipeline.  Meanwhile, all that comprised FEAF Bomber Command was the 19th Group and its thirty-five B-17s, which were assisted in their additional duty of over-water reconnaissance by the Navy’s twenty-eight Catalina flying boats at Cavite Naval Base.
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Figure 23: P-40E Warhawk
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Figure 24: G4M Betty
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Figure 25: A6M Zero

Facing FEAF were the quantitatively and qualitatively superior Japanese army and naval aviation units based on Formosa, some 450 miles north of Clark Field.  The Japanese Army Air Force’s 5th Air Division was comprised of twenty-seven Ki-48 (Lily) light bombers, eighteen Ki-21 (Sally) heavy bombers, and seventy-two Ki-27 (Nate) fighters.
  The 21st and 23rd Air Flotillas of Japanese naval aviation, however, packed a bigger punch with eighty-one G4M (Betty) heavy bombers, thirty-six G3M (Nell) heavy bombers, ninety A6M (Zero) fighters, twenty-four A5M (Claude) fighters, and      twenty-four H6K (Mavis) flying boats.
  Japanese operational flexibility was greatly enhanced with the development of drop tanks in November 1941, which increased the Zero’s range enough to reach targets on Luzon thereby eliminating the need for carrier-based fighter support.
  Compared to FEAF, the Japanese enjoyed a 2:1 (186 vs. 90) superiority in front line fighters and over a 4:1 (162 vs. 35) superiority in modern bombers, advantages that would be maximized on the first day of the war.

With regard to intelligence collection and analysis, the Japanese had a remarkably accurate picture of FEAF combat capabilities prior to 8 December, thanks to their fifth columnists in the Philippines (30,000 Japanese lived on Mindanao alone) and a series of reconnaissance flights that began on 2 December.
  A solitary aircraft appeared over Clark Field that morning at 0530 and on three successive days, observed both visually and on Iba’s radar.  Authorization was granted to attempt an intercept after the first incursion, but poor visibility at altitude stymied the effort.  Anti-aircraft artillery at Clark Field was subsequently authorized to fire at the intruder on 6 December, but the aircraft didn’t reappear.
  

FEAF reconnaissance flights, meanwhile, were officially limited to the three-mile international boundary around Formosa, based on MacArthur’s interpretation of Formosan over-flights as “an overt act.”
    When approached by the British on               2 December about the possibility of using a B-17 to conduct high altitude reconnaissance of Cam Ranh Bay in Japanese-occupied French Indochina, MacArthur maintained his reluctance.
  On more than one occasion, however, FEAF B-17s apparently strayed over Formosa, whether by design or accident is unclear.
  Such unintended overflights, however, did little to redress the lack of intelligence on Japanese capabilities available to American airmen.  As General Curtis E. LeMay put it, 

“Prior to the war we had practically a non-existent intelligence system.  So I personally consider that I knew nothing about the Japanese except that they were pretty tough fighters and that they did consider a defeated enemy even worse than a dog, and treated them as such.  I had respect for them as an enemy, but not much respect for them as a people.”
    

The race to prepare for hostilities ended, however, with the 7 December Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.   In a matter of hours, the fate of the Philippines was effectively sealed as the major combatants of the US Pacific fleet, aside from two aircraft carriers, sank to the bottom of Pearl Harbor.  Months would pass and more defeats would be endured before the US Navy would be in a position to halt the Japanese advance.  The US garrison in the Philippines, however, was unaware of its grim situation and that its unavoidable demise was about to be accelerated by a convergence of miscalculation, blunder, and misfortune that would cede control of the air over Luzon to the Japanese in just one afternoon.  

At 0330 on 8 December, Philippine time, Manila commercial radio reported the Pearl Harbor attack.  Thirty minutes later, Brig Gen Sutherland informed Maj Gen Brereton by telephone.  Brereton announced his intent for the 19th Bombardment Group to launch an attack on Formosa at dawn, but Sutherland interjected that he had to get authorization from MacArthur first.  Sutherland soon called Brereton back and informed him that a raid was not yet approved, but that he could conduct preparations.  Brereton then telephoned Lt Col Eubank at Clark Field and directed him to alert his crews, begin preparations for a morning raid, and then fly down to FEAF headquarters at Nielson Field near Manila for consultations.
  Rather than specify a bomb load, Brereton deferred to Eubank who wanted to keep the planes unloaded until a target had been selected in order to get them off the field more quickly in an emergency and avoid having to switch ordinance due to a last minute change in target.
 

At 0500, Brereton visited USAFFE headquarters in the Manila Hotel and requested a meeting with General MacArthur, but was informed by Sutherland that MacArthur was busy conferring with Admiral Thomas C. Hart, commander of the US Asiatic fleet, based in Manila Bay.  Brereton repeated his desire “to carry out offensive action immediately after daylight,” but was told by Sutherland to conduct only preparations for a raid and wait for MacArthur’s approval to execute.
  Thirty minutes later, the War Department announced the start of hostilities and instructed USAFFE to execute war plan      Rainbow 5.
  At 0715, Brereton returned to USAAFE headquarters and had another office call with Sutherland, where he again argued forcefully for offensive action.  Sutherland conferred privately with MacArthur and returned with instructions not to “make the first overt act.”
  Brereton then returned to FEAF headquarters at Nielson Field, where he appeared visibly agitated to his staff.

Unbeknownst to the American airmen, however, the main Japanese strike force of 21st and 23rd Air Flotillas had been fogged in since 0300 at their main airfield near Takao in southwest Formosa.  The Japanese naval aviators spent several anxious hours waiting for an expected American reaction to the Pearl Harbor attack.  The fog finally cleared at 0900, but their departure was further delayed until 1045 when a bomber exploded on take-off, temporarily blocking the runway.
  Japanese army aviators of the 5th Air Division, however, were substantially luckier.  Their airfields were clear at dawn, allowing the smaller Japanese force to launch its raids against Luzon on time.  
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Figure 26: A6M Zero fighters prepare for take-off,

Takao Naval Airfield, 8 December 1941

The incoming Japanese formation was detected by Iba’s radar and a warning was passed to Clark Field.  In response, Major David Gibbs, commander of the 30th Bombardment Squadron and senior officer of the 19th Group in Lt Col Eubank’s absence, ordered the B-17s at Clark Field aloft at 0930.
  Some orbited in the vicinity, while others landed at San Marcelino, a dirt airstrip newly bulldozed for fighter operations.
  Rather than Clark Field, however, the target was the Philippine summer capital of Baguio.  Nearly coincident with reports of the Baguio attack, FEAF headquarters received word of a Japanese carrier plane attack on Davao, a port on the southern Philippine island of Mindanao.
  In light of these developments, Colonel Francis M. Brady, FEAF Chief of Staff, telephoned Brig Gen Sutherland to again ask permission for offensive action, but was rebuffed by Sutherland who told Brady that FEAF would be informed of any change in USAFFE’s defensive posture and that he was not to call again.
 

At 1000, Brereton called Sutherland himself to again ask permission for a Formosa strike, given the attacks on Philippine soil.  Sutherland again deferred, stating USAFFE was “standing on the defensive.”
  With Lt Col Eubank at his side and Colonel Brady listening on another extension, Brereton warned Sutherland, “If we permit Clark Field to be attacked, we won’t be able to operate.”
  (Eubank personally relayed his account of the conversation to the author during a February 1992 visit to his home in San Antonio, Texas.)
  While Sutherland remained intransigent on the issue of bombing, he did authorize Brereton to conduct reconnaissance flights over Formosa.  Shortly after the conversation concluded, Eubank returned to Clark Field.  

At this point in the events of 8 December, accounts differ substantially as to the time and personalities involved in the next significant telephone call between USAFFE and FEAF.  According to an entry in FEAF Summary of Activities, a document likely compiled in January or February 1942 after FEAF moved to Java and the most contemporary official account yet discovered, General MacArthur himself called         Maj Gen Brereton at 1014 and granted permission to bomb Formosa.  Brereton then informed MacArthur that he would dispatch his B-17s for a late afternoon raid on Formosan airfields to coincide with dusk.
  In contrast, however, Brereton recalled the call coming at 1100 and Brig Gen Sutherland granting permission, not MacArthur.
  In any event, Brereton finally had the permission he had been clamoring for since 0400.

With his proposal for a morning raid now overcome by events, Brereton adopted a new plan to employ his bomber force.  While the squadrons at Clark Field conducted a late afternoon attack on Formosa, the Del Monte squadrons would deploy at dusk to San Marcelino, the same field some of Clark’s B-17s used after the 0930 air raid warning. The Del Monte planes would then fly on to Clark after nightfall to prepare for a morning raid on Formosa.
  Unfortunately, Major O’Donnell, commander of the 14th Bombardment Squadron and senior officer of the 19th Group at Del Monte, refused to comply with the order because it was transmitted in the clear.  By the time he received authenticated orders, well after midnight, O’Donnell cited the hazards of night operations for delaying his take-off until dawn on 9 December.
  Ultimately, the Formosa strikes would never be flown, casualties of American indecision and Japanese good fortune.  

Meanwhile, with a Formosa raid finally approved, the Clark Field tower recalled the B-17s that had sortied at 0930.  Between 1100 and 1130, the B-17s returned and ground personnel commenced bombing up and refueling operations.
  With the bombers again on the ground at Clark, they were now dependent on the fighters of FEAF Interceptor Command for protection.  A convergence of events, however, would soon leave Clark Field without fighter cover.  

Five fighter Squadrons (four of P-40s, one of P-35s) were on alert 8 December: the 20th at Clark Field, the 17th and 34th at Nichols Field, the 3rd at Iba Field, and the 21st at Del Carmen Field (equipped with P-35s).  At 1130, after fruitless attempts by FEAF’s fighters to intercept the initial Japanese raid on Baguio, Iba’s radar detected a new formation of bombers approaching Luzon from the west.  Fifteen minutes later, a second formation of bombers was detected heading south over Lingayen Gulf.
  With two Japanese formations to contend with, Interceptor Command faced a quandary in employing its squadrons.  Of its five fighter squadrons, the 3rd, 17th, 21st and 34th were available for immediate take-off, while the 20th at Clark was still refueling.  Air Defense Operations ordered the 3rd to attempt an intercept of the western formation, the 17th to cover the Bataan peninsula, the 34th to cover Manila, and the 21st to cover Clark Field while the 20th completed refueling.  While dispatching the 17th to Bataan, a target of tertiary value at best, appears dubious in hindsight, the tactical employment of Interceptor Command’s assets was essentially sound.  The fog of war, however, was about to complicate the American defense.

Communications apparently broke down between the Nieslon Field air defense operations center and Clark Field, so that no warning ever reached the 19th that enemy planes were over Luzon.  While some accounts indicate an alert was transmitted to the air base command element, it apparently never reached the 19th.  Phone service was interrupted and radio frequencies reported static, quite possibly the work of fifth columnists on Luzon and systematic jamming by the Japanese.
  Even worse, dust kicked up at Del Carmen Field delayed the take-off of the 21st Squadron, leaving Clark Field with no fighter cover as the Japanese bombers approached.  Elements of the 20th Squadron that had completed refueling were hastily ordered up, but only four managed to get in the air before fifty-four twin-engine G4M Betty bombers appeared over Clark Field with no warning.
 

The time was 1235 when the Japanese bombers, in two perfect ‘V’ formations, laid two strings of bombs across Clark Field.  Ironically, the B-17 crews had just assembled for their pre-mission briefing when the attack occurred.
  Unfortunately, anti-aircraft fire of the 200th Coastal Artillery stationed at Clark Field was ineffective.  Their 3” guns had a vertical range of 27,000 ft and were firing antiquated ammunition; the newest made in 1932, so that the rounds that actually exploded (some estimates put the number of duds at five out of six shells) did little damage to Japanese bombers flying at 22-25,000 feet.
  The Betty bombers, however, did not do the most damage to the parked B-17s.  Rather, the escorting Zero fighters, with only four FEAF fighters to challenge them, inflicted the most damage by strafing the field with their 20mm explosive bullets.
  In their wake, the Japanese left seventeen of the nineteen B-17s based at Clark Field as flaming wrecks.
  Fortunately, the many “slit” trenches dug around the field and reinforced with bamboo saved many lives, including the author’s father.
  The final tally at Clark Field was fifty-five dead and over 100 wounded, many in the Officer’s [image: image28.jpg]Curtiss P-40E



Mess, which took a direct hit.
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Figure 27: Japanese bombs explode on Clark Field, 8 December 1941

Figure 28: B-17 in flames on Clark Field, 8 December 1941

[image: image30.jpg]A Mitsubishi A6M2 Reisen (Zero Fighter) of the 12th Rengo Kokutai shortly
after the type’s entry into service. (Aireview.)
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Figure 29: Aftermath on Clark Field

Figure 30: Clark Field hangar line, post attack

The loss of the B-17s at Clark became a matter of controversy almost immediately.  On 11 December, Maj Gen Brereton received a transoceanic call from an irate General Arnold who demanded, “How in the hell could an experienced airman like you get caught with your planes on the ground?”
  Official Washington was eager for an explanation and sensitivity in official documentation about the 8 December debacle appeared very early.  Upon his return to the United States, then Colonel Eubank was de-briefed by Air Staff intelligence on 2 July 1942.  During the course of the classified interview he was asked, “Colonel, after the declaration of war, how come that [sic] some of the heavy bombers weren’t sent up to bomb Formosa?  Were they too far down?”  Eubank responded, “Half of them were at Del Monte and half of them at Clark Field.  I would rather not discuss that.  I will say, however, that was Brereton’s idea and was firmly recommended by him.”
  Eubank’s classified statement appears to be the first documentary reference of Brereton’s desire to bomb Formosa, aside from that found in FEAF Summary of Activities.  Eubank’s statement, made within seven months of the event, occurred before the debate over MacArthur’s culpability in the disaster became public and corroborates Brereton’s version of events which was published in 1946.

In the years after the Clark Field disaster, MacArthur’s failure to meet with his air commander in the crucial hours after the first alert has never been fully explained.  However, evidence exists in the papers of Brig Gen Charles A. Willoughby, MacArthur’s Chief of Military Intelligence, that such a meeting actually occurred.  It is an account of an April 1942 interview between Claire Booth Luce, wife of LIFE, Time, and Fortune owner Henry Luce, and Maj Gen Brereton in which Brereton revealed that he met with MacArthur on that fateful morning.  According to the interview, MacArthur informed Brereton that “there were to be ‘no overt acts’ on the part of US forces in the P.I. until the Japs struck the first blow at the Filipino people.”  Told to “stand by and wait,” Brereton departed “closer to weeping from sheer rage than he had ever been in his life before.”  Both men later denied the meeting ever took place and Mrs. Luce refused to publish the interview in an effort to protect MacArthur’s reputation.

For his part, General Arnold lamented never getting “the straight story” about what happened at Clark Field, “[I knew] that we were surprised and outnumbered, but I had always believed that our airmen would fight it out in the air; they should never have been caught flat footed on the ground.  It was a very sad blow to me.”
  Not one to tolerate failure, even by close friends, Arnold didn’t relieve Brereton when he had the opportunity, nor did he fail to endorse Brereton’s subsequent promotion to lieutenant general; evidence that Arnold didn’t blame Brereton for the disaster.
 

How then, could FEAF’s bombers been better employed?  Had MacArthur authorized a raid at his first opportunity, during Brereton’s first visit to USAFFE at 0500, a raid could have been airborne at 0630 given established procedures to brief the crews, fuel the planes, and complete ‘bomb up’ in 90 minutes.
  Presupposing a 0630 departure, such a raid could have reached Formosa well before Japanese naval aviation started their take-off at 1045.
  With eighteen operational B-17s on the field and two allocated for reconnaissance, sixteen were available for offensive action.  Assuming mechanical attrition of one to two bombers, fourteen to fifteen B-17s could have made it to the target.  What damage they could have achieved is a matter of speculation, but a raid of similar size by the 19th on 7 August 1942 destroyed dozens of aircraft at a Rabaul airfield, which lacked radar early warning as did the Japanese installations on Formosa.

While MacArthur deserves criticism for shackling his air commanders, Brereton and to a lesser degree Eubank must also be critiqued for not adequately dispersing their bombers at available emergency fields and for not pre-designating Formosan targets. New “bare bones” fields on Luzon (San Marcelino and Mariveles), Mindoro (San Jose), Leyte (Tacloben), and Cebu (Cebu City), which went unused by heavy bombers before   8 December, were suddenly pressed into service as the leadership and crews of the 19th pushed the operational envelope of the B-17 out of combat necessity.
  As Lt Edward C. Teats put it, “We discovered that we could take off from any field we could land in.  We took off and landed, no matter what the wind direction was…We threw the book away.”
  Pre-positioning fuel and bombs at these emergency fields, combined with a preset dispersal plan in the event of air raid early warning at Clark, would have put the bombers at fields where they could be bombed up and their fuel tanks topped off before getting the “go code” to bomb Formosa.  The bombers could then have rallied over Clark and formed up before proceeding to their target, thereby avoiding destruction at the hands of the Japanese. 

Arming the bombers, however, would have required pre-planning targets.  Eubank’s initial advice to Brereton of keeping the bombers unloaded in case of enemy attack or a last-minute change of target appeared logical at the time, but caused a fatal delay in getting the planes armed after their return to Clark at 1130.  Brereton and Eubank equivocated over whether the target would be Japanese shipping or airfields, which required different types of ordinance.
  Their quandary could have been solved had Brereton designated the sixteen B-17s at Del Monte for an anti-shipping raid on Takao harbor and his Clark squadrons for an attack on the Takao naval airfield.  Brereton could have ordered the Del Monte squadrons to fuel and bomb up, then forward deploy to San Marcelino on Luzon at first word of hostilities, with or without approval from MacArthur.  In the intervening hours, while the Del Monte squadrons were in-flight to Luzon, MacArthur’s dithering over offensive action would finally have ended.  The Del Monte squadrons could then have refueled at San Marcelino and continued on to Formosa for a late afternoon attack.  

By developing pre-planned objectives and implementing a robust dispersal plan for the planes at Clark, Brereton and Eubank could have effectively employed all four squadrons of B-17s in two fifteen to sixteen plane raids in spite of MacArthur’s initial hesitations.  While bomber losses would have undoubtedly resulted, the raids could have inflicted significant damage on the Japanese, given their delayed departure from Formosa due to fog.  Such early blows could have prolonged the fight for the skies over Luzon, but for how long is a matter of debate.

In the final analysis, War Department reasoning in sending the 19th to the Philippines was sound, but the timing was not.  Given the situation in the fall of 1941, a better course would have been to send the bombers to either Singapore or Java in the Netherlands East Indies, with Java the better choice due to its available dispersal fields.  The Dutch had built up a substantial aerial infrastructure on Java that included six major military airfields augmented by four large civilian airfields and numerous emergency landing strips.
  Deploying the bombers to Java would have been an effective temporary measure until a robust air defense network was in place on Luzon, complete with multiple radars and at least 150 P-40s.  Deploying the 19th to Java, vice Luzon, would have achieved a two-fold effect: protecting a strategically significant territory while at the same time basing the planes where, at least initially, they would be immune from Japanese land-based air attack.  

As for the men of the 19th, together with all of the brave Americans and Filipinos who participated in the defense of the Philippines, no fault can be laid at their feet for the debacle they endured.  Despite being thrust into a situation where even hope was a precious commodity, the men of the 19th stood in the breach at a critical moment in our nation’s history and gave a good account of themselves, snatching victories where they could from the angry jaws of the enemy.  With over 1,000 individual medals earned and five Presidential Unit Citations to its credit, the 19th more than lived up to its motto, In Alis Vincimus, “On Wings We Conquer.”  Most importantly, however, the men of the 19th left a legacy of honor, a legacy this son will always treasure.
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