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AFTER NEARLY A QUARTER-CENTURY OF RESTORATION WORK, THE
COMMEMORATIVE AIR FORCE’S SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA WING HAS
RETURNED A RARE PBJ-1J TO THE SKY BY MICHAEL O’LEARY

T oday, we are blessed with ap-
proximately 40 airworthy North
American B-25 Mitchell bomb-
ers — an aircraft perhaps best

remembered for the daring Doolittle Raid
on Japan. With its twin-tail configuration,
it is a Warbird easily recognized by air-
show spectators. The majority of
Mitchells that are regular airshow atten-
dees are finished in a variety of USAAF
markings and camouflage. However, it is a
relatively little-known fact that large num-
bers of Mitchells were operated by the
United States Navy and Marine Corps.

The Navy’s connection with the
Mitchell came about in an unusual
manner when an experimental launch-
ing of two B-25Bs was con-
ducted from a carrier off
Norfolk. This was done,
of course, to test the fea-
sibility of the Doolittle
force striking Japan.

Some two-months after the suc-
cessful April 1942 raid on the enemy,
the Bureau of Aeronautics reached an
agreement with their USAAF counter-
parts to share in the production of the
land-based medium bomber.
Accordingly, in February 1943
the Navy began taking
delivery of B-25C/D
variants that
were desig-
na t ed

Semper Fi out over the Pacific on 15 May
2016. The plane arrived at the Southern
California Wing’s Camarillo, California,
headquarters on 16 May 1993 and took to
the air almost exactly 23-years since the
restoration project began.

The Mitchell is painted in the markings
of a PBJ-1J flown by Lt. Doit “Fat
Freddie” Fish, KIA 30 May 1945.

The rare color photograph shows the Mitchell at Kratz Field (parked directly in front of
the main hangar). Note the large numbers of T-6s and BT-13s. If anyone has further
photographs or information on the field, please contact the Editor.

type. In March 1943, VMB-413 was
activated at Cherry Point, North
Carolina, and by the end of 1943; some
eight squadrons were operational with
the type. Four more squadrons were
forming when the atomic bombings of
Japan ended the war.

Further deliveries consisted of one
(possibly two) PBJ-1G, 248 PBJ-1Hs,
and 255 PBJ-1Js. The G and H variants
were fitted with the 75mm nose cannon
while the J had the glass bombardier
nose. Many PBJs were modified to carry
radar — the early variants usually having
it in a pod installed on the nose while
later variants mounted a wing tip pod. 

Towards the end of 1944, a modi-
fied PBJ-1H was

fitted with an arrester hook and
strengthened rear fuselage and used for
catapult launches and arrested landing
trials aboard the USS Shangri-la. US
Navy use of the type was limited and
most Navy examples were utilized in
test and development work, with the
last example being phased out of service

PBJ-1C and
PBJ-1D. Some 50 PBJ-1Cs were
obtained along with 152 PBJ-1Ds.

The main operator of these aircraft
would be the US Marine Corps and
that service began establishing a num-
ber of bomber squadrons to handle the

in 1948. The Marine Corps PBJs had a
very high loss rate in combat and the
majority of surviving examples remain-
ing at overseas bases at the end of the
war were simply blown up rather than
being shipped back to the States. 

PBJ-1J BUNO 35857
As with a number PBJ-1Js, it was

decided to keep BuNo 35857 at
Stateside locations for Navy use. This
aircraft was originally built under
USAAF contract as B-25J-30-NC 44-
30988, but was delivered directly to
the Navy as a PBJ-1J with tri-color
camouflage. Interestingly, the plane
was not assigned to the US Marine
Corps as were so many of the 

PBJ-1Js, but it

was flown directly to the Navy’s modi-
fication and combat upgrade facility at
Elizabeth City, New Jersey, on 20
March 1945. Once the required work
was performed, the Mitchell was then
flown to Service Squadron 8
(SERVRON 8), Naval Aircraft
Modification Unit (Special Weapons
Division) at NAF Johnsville,
Pennsylvania, where it joined several

fellow PBJ-1Js that were being uti-
lized for test work.

The aircraft probably did a mini-
mum of flying and it was stricken
from the Navy inventory on 28
February 1947 and turned over to the
WAA for temporary storage and dis-
posal. We do not know if it was flown
to one of the WAA holding facilities
or whether it was sold directly from

NAF Johnsville, but the
aircraft did find a ready buyer in

the form of St. Louis Flying Service based
out of Kratz Field in St. Louis. 

Fred Kratz was operating St. Louis
Flying Service at Lambert Field when
the war broke out and he received a
government contract to teach pilots.
However, since Lambert was the main
airport for St. Louis, he was asked to
take his business elsewhere. Kratz
found a plot of vacant land northwest
of St. Louis and an easy drive from
Lambert Field so he purchased the land
and created his own airport.

As part of the Navy’s V-5 Aviation
Cadet training program, Kratz mainly
used Piper Cubs for trainers. The field
was pretty basic with a single 2700-ft
cinder northwest/southeast runway and
an all-way sod landing area with the
longest dimension being 3000-ft. Kratz
began numerous improvements and
two concrete block hangars were built
with the biggest being 324-ft by 80-ft.

With the end of the war, the V-5
program died out but the

field soon became
home to dozens of
surplus BT-13s and
AT-6s — it may
have been a WAA
holding area or

there may
have been a busi-

ness converting the
planes for civilian use. As can

be seen, the Mitchell is parked
on the field in the one

photo. Kratz

paid $950 for the aircraft and flew it
home where it received the civil registra-
tion N5865V during June 1948.

Kratz had apparently purchased the
PBJ-1J for resale and it was sold to
Continental Airlines where one report
has the plane being used as a transition-
al trainer for DC-3 crews upgrading to
Convair 240s but this does not make a
lot of sense and we would appreciate
hearing from readers that might have
further information. A photograph of a
Mitchell in Continental
Air Lines mark-
ings would be
rather unique!

Its stay at
Continental

was short and in April 1950 Oilfield
Aviation Corporation of Houston pur-
chased it. The expanding oil business
was in the market for ex-military air-
craft that could be converted into exec-
utive transports and N5865V had a
passenger interior installed along with
an airstair door in place of the normal
rear entry hatch. However, it is noted
that the plane had a gear up landing


