
OUTNUMBERED AND OUTGUNNED, THE MARINE 
PILOTS OF VMF-221 PAID A HEAVY PRICE FOR  
THEIR HEROIC EFFORTS TO STEM THE JAPANESE  
ONSLAUGHT ON MIDWAY ATOLL  BY RICHARD CAMP

‘A SHATTERED  
 COMMAND’

J U LY  2 0 1 7AH50

OPENING ROUND  
Midway’s Sand Island 
shows the effects of the 
attack by Japanese carrier 
planes on June 4, 1942. 
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The island’s air defense radar had detected a 
swarm of  Japanese aircraft—“Many planes, 93 
miles, 310 degrees, altitude 11,000 feet”—heading 
their way, and no pilot wanted to be caught on the 
ground when they arrived.

Second Lieutenant John C. Musselman Jr., the 

post pickup truck and raced along the line of  air-
craft revetments, gesturing wildly. “Get airborne!” 
he yelled excitedly. Within minutes, the taxiway 

-
bling to get into the air.

-

F2A-3 divisions (one with a Wildcat attached) and a 
three-plane division of  F4F-3s led by Captain John 

one vectored out on an azimuth of  310 degrees and 
the other on 320 degrees. Altogether, VMF-221 

engine was vibrating badly and losing power. “The 
engine was [running] so rough it would have been 

make contact. As Carey peered intently through his 

AT 0555 HOURS ON  JUNE  4, 1942,  THE  HEART-POUNDING  
WAIL  OF  MIDWAY ATOLL’S  AIR RAID  SIREN  SENT  THE  
PILOTS  OF  MARINE  FIGHTING SQUADRON  221  (VMF-221)  
SCRAMBLING  TO  THEIR  AIRCRAFT. 

THE BATTLE JOINED 
Grumman F4F-3 
Wildcats from Marine 
squadron VMF-221 
dive at the oncoming 
Japanese formation, in 
a dioramic illustration 
created by Norman 
Bel Geddes in 1946.  A
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Wildcat’s windshield, scattered cumulous clouds 

“many bogies heading Midway.” He was at 14,000 

slid behind his leader as Carey “made a wide 
270 degree turn, then a 90 degree diving turn.” 

-
trifying “Tally-ho! Hawks at angels 12,” and, after 

36 Nakajima B5N2 “Kate” level bombers and 36 

the island. An escort of  36 Mitsubishi A6M2 

to attack. The Marines’ altitude advantage gave 

Carey started his run “high side from the right” 

-

its gunner cracked Carey’s windshield with a slug. 

air with debris. Carey streaked down through the 

back for another attack. He started to make a high 
wingover run when his F4F was raked by a burst of  

-
sciousness, Carey “dove at about a 40-degree angle 

-

run, the Zero escort dived on the three Americans, 

his Wildcat was “hit on the right elevator, left wing 

cannon shell. There was also a .30-caliber hole 
through the tail wheel and one that entered the 

landing gear.” 

-

two airmen headed in the general direction of  

-

wheels touched the ground the landing gear col-

-

before the bombs began to fall.

-
ted three Zeros at low altitude. They didn’t see him 

THE RADIO 
SUDDENLY 
CAME ALIVE 
WITH THE  
ELECTRIFYING 
“TALLY-HO! 
HAWKS AT 
ANGELS 12.”

LUCK OF THE DRAW 
Wildcat pilot Marion 
E. Carl (left) scored his 
first of 18½ victories 
over Midway. Pilots of 
VMF-221’s Brewster 
F2A-3 Buffalos (shown 
above on Oahu) were 
generally less fortunate. 
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“drop astern and to the inside of  the circle made 

-

-

-
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-

-
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PARADISE LOST 
Albatross chicks—the 
offspring of Midway’s 
famous “Gooney 
Birds”—survey the 
confusing scene on 
Sand Island as oil  
tanks burn after the 
Japanese attack.  
Opposite: Despite 
being wounded in his 
legs, Captain John 
F. Carey managed 
to return his shot-up 
Wildcat to Midway.
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“RED” PARKS’ 
PARACHUTE 
OPENED, BUT 
AS HE DANGLED 
FROM THE 
SHROUD LINES, 
A ZERO PILOT 
STRAFED HIM.
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Zero joined the chase and “continued to make runs 
on me, each time going by me and making steep 
wing-overs for another run…on several occasions 
I heard bullets strike the armor plate in back of   
my seat which is only shoulder high. I ducked my 
head as far as I could in the cockpit.” Irwin landed 

scale dive bombing attack.”
Of  VMF-221’s 25 aircraft that engaged the 

Japanese, 15 were shot down, and only two of  the 

in action and four wounded. VMF-221 had been 

Twenty-three squadron pilots were awarded the 

Navy Cross, the majority posthumously.
“Most of  the surviving pilots were stunned by 

their experience,” Carl wrote. “…[T]he com-

missing; nobody seemed to know if  any of  the 
others might have bailed out....VMF-221 was a 
shattered command.”

VMF-221 pilots claimed eight Vals and three 
Zeros shot down, plus four aircraft damaged. 

Barrett Tillman stated in Wildcat: The F4F in 
WWII, “At best, it appears that Parks’ squadron 
knocked down one Zero and two bombers.” On 
the Japanese side, Vice Adm. Chuichi Nagumo 
reported the loss of  three B5Ns and two A6Ms in 

Lieutenant Colonel Ira E. Kimes, Marine Air 

-
planes is markedly inferior to that of  the Japanese 
00 2 Sento K1 Fighter in speed, maneuverability, 
and rate of  climb....[I]t is recommended that the 

 
for use in combat, but be retained for use at train-

swan song in American service, but the Wildcat’s 
glory days were far from over. 

Colonel Richard Camp (U.S. Marine Corps, ret.) is 
the author of  13 books and more than 100 articles on 
military history. Further reading: Miracle at Midway, 
by Gordon W. Prange; History of  Marine Corps 
Aviation in World War II, by Robert Sherrod; and 
Marines at Midway, by Lt. Col. Robert D. Heinl Jr.

GRIM AFTERMATH 
Top: Firefighting crews 
work in the stricken 
seaplane hangar on 
Sand Island. Above: 
Midway personnel 
stand silently at  
attention before the 
flag-draped bodies of 
their comrades who 
died during the battle.
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FIRST DIVISION (Six Brewster F2A-3s)  
PILOT STATUS
Major Floyd B. Parks* KIA
2nd Lt. Eugene P. Madole KIA
Captain John R. Alvord KIA
2nd Lt. John M. Butler KIA
2nd Lt. David W. Pinkerton Jr. KIA
2nd Lt. Charles S. Hughes   (returned to base  
                                           with engine trouble)

SECOND DIVISION (Six F2A-3s)  
PILOT STATUS
Captain Daniel J. Hennessy* KIA
2nd Lt. Ellwood Q. Lindsay KIA
Captain Herbert T. Merrill WIA
2nd Lt. Thomas W. Benson KIA
Captain Philip R. White Survived
2nd Lt. John D. Lucas KIA

THIRD DIVISION (Six F2A-3s, One Grumman F4F-3) 

PILOT STATUS 
Captain Kirk Armistead* Survived
2nd Lt. William B. Sandoval KIA
Captain William C. Humberd Survived
2nd Lt. William V. Brooks WIA
2nd Lt. Charles M. Kunz WIA
2nd Lt. Martin E. Mahannah KIA
2nd Lt. Walter W. Swansberger (F4F-3) KIA

FOURTH DIVISION (2 F2A-3s) 
PILOT STATUS
Captain Robert E. Curtin* KIA
2nd Lt. Darrell D. Irwin Survived

FIFTH DIVISION (5 F4F-3s) 
PILOT STATUS
Captain John F. Carey* WIA
Captain Marion E. Carl Survived
2nd Lt. Clayton M. Canfield Survived
Captain Francis P. McCarthy KIA
2nd Lt. Roy A. Corry Jr. Survived
 
*Division leader

SURVIVORS  
VMF-221 pilots pose 
at Ewa Mooring Mast 
Field, Hawaii, on July 
12, 1942. Seated, from 
left: 2nd Lt. William 
V. Brooks, 2nd Lt. 
John C. Musselman 
Jr., Captain Philip 
R. White, Captain 
William C. Hum-
berd, Captain Kirk 
Armistead, Captain 
Herbert T. Merrill, 
Captain Marion E. 
Carl and 2nd Lt. 
Clayton M. Canfield; 
standing, from left: 
unidentified, and 2nd 
Lts. Darrell D. Irwin, 
Hyde Phillips, Roy A. 
Corry Jr. and Charles 
M. Kunz.

VMF-221 AT THE BATTLE OF MIDWAY


