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ZEROS 
VERSUS 

AMERICAN 
HEAVY BOMBERS

by Pat Bolen

A Japanese Zero belonging to the Commemorative Air Force 
sits on the runway during the Redding Airshow in California.
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B reathtaking maneuver-
ability made the Mitsubishi 
A6M “Zero” in the Pacifi c 

Theater a formidable foe  through 
early 1942, but the plane had hidden 
fl aws: it could not take much pun-
ishment—there were several points 
which, if damaged, could cripple or 
collapse the frame—and it lacked 
the structure to accept improve-
ments. These factors would doom it 
against both improving US fi ghters 
and heavily-armed US bombers. 

Origins
The Zero was designed by Jiro 

Horikoshi to meet a 1937 require-
ment from the Imperial Japanese 
Navy (IJN) for a new carrier- borne 

fi ghter. The specifi cations called 
for a maximum speed of more than 
310 miles per hour, the ability to 
climb to 10,000 feet in less than 
three minutes and thirty seconds, 
and six hours’ endurance cruising 
at 10,000 feet. Above all, the plane 
had to be highly maneuverable.

The requirements indicated sharp 
disagreement between naval offi cers 
over the new plane, Lt. Cdr. Minoru 
Genda, commander of a naval fi ghter 
group, argued the value of a fi ghter 
depended on whether it could win a 
dogfi ght. For that it needed maneuver-
ability, toughness, and fi repower. Lt. Cdr. 
Takeo Shibata, chief of staff of the fi ghter 
section of the navy’s Aeronautical estab-
lishment, countered that while dogfi ght-

ing was a fi ghter’s “fi rst importance,” 
range and speed were equally important. 

Looking at the fi gures, Horikoshi 
knew that to achieve all the navy’s 
new requirements, a more powerful 
engine would be needed. No such 
engine would be forthcoming. Japan’s 
technological base was the weakest of 
any of the major combatants in World 
War II. In addition to chronic shortages 
of metals, the number of engineers 
and skilled workers was limited. 
Aircraft engines improved much more 
slowly than those of the US, meaning 
Japanese designs could not keep up.

Horikoshi requested a reduction 
in at least one of the requirements, 
but none was granted. With no other 
option, he turned to the one factor 

A group of Japanese aces. Second from the left is Satio Endo, 
who shot down eight Boeing B-29 Superfortress’. 
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The fi rst B-17 lost in combat in the Pacifi c war was piloted by Capt. Colin P. 
Kelly while attacking Japanese amphibious operations in the Philippines. Kelly would be 
posthumously awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for heroism in saving his crew.

In the early and desperate days of the Pacifi c War, Kelly was part of the 19th

Bombardment Group at Clark Field. The unit had been decimated by Japanese 
attacks in the early hours of the war, and its airfi eld badly damaged. 

On 10 December, Kelly’s aircraft was part of a fl ight of three B-17s that took off to attack 
Japanese targets at Appari and Vigan. The lead plane, fl own by Lt. George E. Schaetzel, 
sailed through cloud cover from 25,000 feet before he was attacked by Zeros that crippled 
his plane. Schaetzel was able to bring it back for an emergency landing at San Marcelino. 

Kelly, meanwhile, had lined up for a run on what was thought to be a 
battleship. After dropping his payload of three 600-pound bombs, the crew 
observed what they thought were hits on the battleship. In reality, the battle-
ship was probably the heavy cruiser Ashigara, and no hits were scored.

As Kelly turned for home, several Zeros, including one piloted by Saburo Sakai, closed in 
to attack. Sakai reported the Zero pilots were amazed at the ability of the B-17 to resist their 
attacks, but in reality the Zeros had infl icted heavy damage, killing one crewman and wound-
ing another. With the bomb bay engulfed in fl ames and the elevator cables cut, Kelly ordered 
the crew to bail out over Clark Field while he and his co-pilot tried to keep the plane steady.

As the remaining six crewmen made their escape, the plane exploded and 
crashed, taking Kelly with it. His body was found nearby in the wreckage. ★

Colin Kelly

within his control: the plane’s weight. 
The fi rst thing to go was armor, both 

around the pilot and in the wing 
fuel tanks. Using an approach 
called “meat trimming,” he 

hollowed out portions 
of the plane not 
contributing to its 

strength, and used 
a one-piece wing 

to reduce the need for 
heavy metal fi ttings. He even 

specifi ed short barrels on the 
armament to reduce drag. The 
last reduction unfortunately 
reduced muzzle velocity, which 

affected both range and accuracy. 
The fi rst Zero fi ghter emerged 

from the Nagoya Aircraft Works of 
Mitsubishi Heavy Industries on 23 
March 1939. A clear indication of the 
shallowness of the Japanese industrial 
base is provided by what happened 
next. The fi ghters were disassembled 
and transported by oxcart to the 
Kagamigahara Airfi eld, nearly 30 miles 
away. That was necessary because the 
Nagoya Works had no space for an 
airfi eld, while horses were too prone to 
stampede and trucks could not safely 
navigate the rough Japanese roads. 

Zero at War
The Zero was an instant success 

at the front. It easily dominated the 
Chinese air force, overwhelming its 
few old fi ghters and able to take on 
its lightly-armed Russian bombers. 
It also fared well in the early Pacifi c 
carrier battles, being a good match 
with the slower but sturdier US F4F 
Wildcat. One American pilot would 
later note “[t]hey scared the living 
daylights out of us for six months.” 

The weaknesses of the Zero 
nevertheless became apparent, above 
all its fragility. Although IJN squad-
rons held their own through 1942, 
they did so at the cost of many of 
the highly-trained pre-war pilots. In 
addition to those killed, many refused 
to wear parachutes, both because 
of the discomfort in the cramped 

continued on page 34 »
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B-29 Superfortress
Manufacturer Boeing

Crew 11

Length 99 ft.

Wingspan 141 ft. 3 in.

Loaded Weight 120,000 lbs.

Powerplant 4x Wright R-3350-23 
“Duplex Cyclone” 
engines, 2,200 hp. each

Max Speed 357 mph

Range 3,250 miles

Service Ceiling 31,850 ft.

Rate of Climb 850 ft./minute

Armament 10x .50 caliber machineguns
20,000 lb. bomb load


