Chapter 4: 

The 39th Fighter Squadron: A Proud Heritage
   When 2d Lt. Bob Thorpe reported to the 39th Fighter Squadron at Gusap in January of 1944, he was joining a group that was formed from members of the famous 94th Pursuit Squadron known in World War I as the Lafayette Escadrille, which included flyers such as Jimmy Doolittle and Eddie Rickenbacker.
   The squadron was assigned to the 31st Pursuit Group, commanded by Major Harold A. George. The 39th Pursuit Squadron was activated in Feb. 1, 1940 at Selfridge Field, Mount Clemens, Michigan. The squadron was equipped with the P-36 type aircraft and entered upon a program of intensive flying, training and gunnery practices under its first commander, Captain Allen R. Stringer. 
   In February, 1941, the squadron began receiving the Bell “Aircobra,” P-39 aircraft and by the following August it was completely equipped with this plane. The squadron’s insignia, a cobra poised to strike amidst the clouds, came from the Aircobra. The insignia was presented to the squadron by Bell Aircraft Company and was officially accepted by the Adjutant General in the spring.
   After its activation and long months of training at Selfridge Field, the squadron embarked upon a period of extended maneuvers. From Mount Clemens, the squadron went to Fort Dix, New Jersey, Savannah, Georgia, Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and Florence, South Carolina and finally to its permanent station at Baer Field, Fort Wayne, Indiana.
   The squadron arrived at Baer Field on December 6, 1941, the day before the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor. On Dec. 9th, the main body of the squadron moved by train to Paine Field, Everett, Washington and from there to Bellingham, Washington. On Jan. 21, 1942, the squadron moved to Fort Mason, San Francisco, California, via Paine Field, to prepare for overseas duty.

   The day the squadron left Bellingham for the port of embarkation, it received secret orders from the Adjutant General’s Office assigning it to the 35th Pursuit Group. The squadron boarded the “USAT Ancon” on Jan. 30, 1942, and at 1515, Jan. 31, sailed into the Pacific. At this time, Second Lt. Francis R. Royal was the Squadron commanding officer.

   Arriving at Brisbane, Australia at 1300 hours, Feb. 25, 1942, the squadron was given temporary quarters at the Ascot Race Track in Brisbane. After a brief stay at the race track, the squadron sailed to Melbourne, Australia, arriving on March 8. The assembly detachment, made up of enlisted specialists and nine flying officers, remained behind at Amberley Field, Brisbane, to supervise the assembly of the P-39s being unloaded from the boat. 
   The main body of the squadron moved to Bellarat, about 70 miles from Melbourne, where squadron personnel were billeted in the homes of private citizens. On March 16, the squadron departed by rail for Mount Gambier in southern Australia. At Mount Gambier, the squadron checked-off newly assigned pilots in P-39s, five of whom were in the Java campaign.
   Second Lt. Donald J. Green assumed command of the squadron on March 27. On March 31, the squadron left Mount Gambier by train for Williamstown, New South Wales, arriving on April 3. First Lt. LeRoy Everett transferred to the 35th Pursuit Group as Adjutant and Second Lieutenant Francis R. Royal was named group operations officer. 
   When the squadron arrived at Williamstown, Captain Jack W. Berry was assigned and assumed command of the 39th. From Williamstown, the squadron moved to Woodstock on April 14, 1942. On April 29, 55 enlisted men were assigned to the 35th Pursuit Group. Forty-nine additional enlisted men were assigned on May 1. 

   In June, the 39th moved to Port Moresby, New Guinea by sea and air. The air echelon arrived there on June 2 and the water echelon on June 26. The squadron operated from Schwimmer and Berry airstrips. At Moresby, the squadron was under the operational control of the Director of Pursuit, Lt. Colonel Boyd (Buzz) Wagner.

   Major Berry was reported as missing in action on Aug. 4 and was succeeded by 2nd lt. Stephen L. David. On Aug. 13, Major George W. Prentice assumed command. At this time, the 39th was equipped with Lockheed “Lightning,” P-38 aircraft, one of the first fighter squadrons to use this aircraft in combat in the Southwest Pacific theatre.

   Upon returning to combat zone in New Guinea, the squadron began an extended period of fighter warfare over rugged terrain and hazardous weather typical of that area. There was little combat with the enemy air force, until Dec. 27, when the squadron destroyed three “Oscars,” six Zekes,” and one “Val” over Duba and Dobodura. 

   Captain Thomas J. Lynch became the 39th’s first “ace” when he accounted for two “Oscars” that day at Debodura. On Dec. 31, 1942, the squadron destroyed nine “Zeros” over Lae, brining its total enemy aircraft destroyed for the year to thirty-six. First Lt. Hoyt A. Kason became the squadron’s second “ace” when he accounted for three of the nine planes destroyed at Lae.

   The next encounter with the enemy air force occurred on Jan. 6, 1943, when the squadron destroyed six “Oscars” and two “Zekes” while escorting bombers to attack a Japanese convoy off Gasmata, New Britain. The next day, the 39th hit the enemy again over the Huon Gulf off of Lae and added five more “Oscars” to its score. 

   Captain Lynch, the squadron commander, shot down his eighth enemy plane in this engagement and First Lt. Kenneth C. Sparks became the squadron’s third ace. On Jan. 8, the squadron had its greatest air victory when it shot down ten Oscars and five Zeros” over Lae, brining its cumulative total to 64 planes destroyed. Another ace emerged in the squadron on this day when Capt. Charles S. Gallups shot down two “Oscars” for this fourth and fifth victories. 

   In the Battle of the Bismarck Sea from March 1 to 4, the 39th Fighter Squadron escorted bombers of the 5th Air Force from Port Moresby to the location of an enemy convoy 60 miles off of Cape Ward Hunt in the Huon Gulf.

   During the three day battle, the Squadron destroyed seven “Zekes,” eight “Oscars,” one Hap” and one unidentified type plane. These 17 planes were destroyed when they attempted to intercept the formation of Allied bombers and fighters.

   In addition to these victories in the air, the entire convoy of 22 ships, attempting to reinforce Japanese garrisons in New Guinea, was sent to the bottom of the sea. Captain Curran L. Jones gave the squadron its newest ace when he destroyed a “Zeke” on March 3 for his fifth kill.

   After the Bismarck Sea engagement, the squadron saw little action until April 12, when it shot down two “Zekes” and three “Bettys.” Captain Richard C. Suehr became the squadron’s sixth ace when he destroyed a Betty” bomber for his fifth victory. 

   On May 27, 1944, Lt. Robert Thorpe was reported missing after a strafing run of the Japanese airbase at Wewak. Three separate air searches revealed no signs of Thorpe or remains of his P-47 fighter. 

   Major Lynch’s 10th and 11th victories were made over Sailor on May 8 and Bean Bean on June 10. First Lt. John H. Lane became the seventh ace when he shot down a Zero on July 18. First lt. Stanley  O. Andrews became the squadron’s eight ace scored when he shot down a Type III plane and First lt. Richard E. Smith got two Type IIIs to become the ninth squadron ace.

   On July 23, the squadron “Lightnings” engaged the enemy again at Lae, shooting down one Type III and four Type 1 enemy planes. First Lt. Paul M. Stanch bagged his fifth victory in this engagement making him the 10th ace of the 39th.

   Three days later, Captain Charles F. Sullivan bagged a “Zeke” over Nago, New Guinea to become the 11th ace in the history of the 39th Squadron.

   When the 35th Fighter Group moved to Taili Taili on Aug. 15, the 39th remained at Port Moresby and functioned under the operational control of V Fighter Command. During this period, the squadron escorted bombers to Wewak and Raboul. On Aug. 20, Major Lynch and Lt. Andrews destroyed two Type I and one Type O enemy aircraft over Boram, New Guinea. The next day, Major Lynch destroyed an “Oscar” over Wewak for his 14th aerial victory in the Southwest Pacific.
   On Sept. 5, the squadron participated in the paratroop landing at Nadzab and flew cover for the ground action on the Huon Peninsula. On Sept. 16, Major Lynch destroyed his 15th and 16th enemy planes, his last victories as a member of the 39th. His total went to 21 after he transferred to operations, V Fighter Command. 

   On Sept. 22, the Squadron shot down seven enemy single seated fighters southwest of Tami Island. During October and November the 39th conducted heavy air strikes on Raboul, a strong Japanese base from which the Solomon and New Guinea campaigns had been supplied and directed. On Oct. 23 and 24, the squadron destroyed five enemy plans over Raboul. Captain Charles W. King shot down two enemy planes to become the 12th and last “ace” produced by the 39th Fighter Squadron. 

   In less than a year, the squadron had a dozen aces to mark its long record of aerial victories in the Southwest Pacific. When First Lt. Hamilton H. Salmon shot down an enemy fighter near Cape Gazelle, New Britain, on Nov. 2, it marked the 137th enemy aircraft destroyed by the 39th Squadron. 
   In early Decmber, 1943, the squadron began conversion to the Republic P-47 “Thunderbolt and entered a period of transition and training until it joined the 35th Fighter Group again at Nadzab on Dec. 14. On Feb. 7, 1944, the squadron moved to Gusap to participate in the strikes on Wewak during February, March, April and May.

   On May 25, the squadron split with the ground echelon going to Lae to load the USAT Frederick E. Eilers for movement to an advanced base at Owi Island. The air echelon remained at Gusap and finally moved to Nadzab on June 9 and set up a temporary camp until it could move into permanently to Owi. The air echelon remained at Nadzab from June 9 until Aug. 3 and then moved to Noemfoor Island in Geelvink Bay.

   The Thunderbolts were flown to Noemfoor Island from Nadzab on Aug. 7 with Captain Richard T. Cella, squadron commander, leading the formation in the 900 mile trip. Meanwhile, the ground echelon remained at Owi with the ground echelon of the 35th Fighter Group.

   At Noemfoor the squadron covered the construction of the airstrip at Middleburg Island, off Cape Sansapor, until its completion on Aug. 21. The squadron’s operations then entered a phrase of glide bombing enemy airdromes on the Vogelkop Peninsula, Ceram Island and Halmahera Island.

   On Sept. 12, the air echelon returned to Owi Island just before the ground echelon moved out for another advanced base on the newly captured Morotai Island in the Molaccan Islands, south of the Philippines.

The ground echelon sailed from Owi Island on the “USAT Andrew D. White on Sept. 15, arriving 12 days later. 

   While the ground echelon was engaged with construction of a campsite at Morotai, the air echelon at Owi had glide bombing and routine patrols assigned to it by V Fighter Command. On Oct. 23, the air echelon arrived at Morotai. The squadron operated off Wama airstrip under the operational control of the 310th Bomber Wing. Later, on Nov. 1, the squadron was placed under the operational control of the XIII Bomber Command.

   Operations at Morotai were fighter sweeps, patrols and escort for bombers hitting enemy airdromes in the southern Philippines, Moloccas, Sulu Archipelago and northeastern Borneo. On Nov. 7, Major Cella, squadron commander, received orders returning him to the United States to attend the Command and General Staff School at Fort Worth, Kansas. First Lt. Leroy V. Grosshuesch, operations officer, assumed command of the squadron.
   On Nov. 2, 1944, the squadron destroyed three enemy aircraft at Tuimaras Strait, P.I. Other victories followed in quick succession. On Nov. 21, two aircraft were shot down over Negros Island; two more were destroyed over Negros again on Nov. 24 and one on Nov. 26. The final victory for the squadron for 1944 occurred on Dec. 27 when first Lt. Don M. Hodge, Jr., shot down two enemy bombers and Second Lt. Carl A. Worley destroyed a bomber over Djailolo airdrome on Halmahere Island.
   As 1944 closed, the squadron was in the process of moving to Luzeon Island in the Philippines. The air echelon remained at Morotai Island while the ground echelon moved to Luzon on Dec. 31. In two and a half years of combat, the squadron had destroyed 157 aircraft. 
