
Marine Observation Squadrons of WWII  

Seven U.S. Marine Corps observation squadrons composed of Stinson OY-1 and OY-2 (Army L-5 series) aircraft were 
formed between October 1943 and December 1944. Equipped with 8 to 12 planes each, the main function of these 
“grasshopper” squadrons was to provide artillery spotting and casualty evacuation for Marine Corps ground units. All 
served with distinction in the Pacific Theater, with three earning the prestigious Presidential Unit Citation for their heroic 
and meritorious efforts in the face of the enemy. What follows is a thumbnail sketch of these seven distinguished outfits.     

VMO-1: Marine Observation Squadron One was formed at Quantico Virginia on October 27, 1943. A composite 
squadron originally designated VMO-155, the unit moved to San Diego in November and participated in maneuvers with 
the 4th Marine Division at Camp Pendleton. Redesignated VMO-1 on January 7, 1944 the squadron soon sailed from San 
Diego, arriving at Espritu Santo in the South Pacific at the end of the month. During February 1944 the unit deployed to 
Guadalcanal, and in July its detachment of eight OY-1 aircraft were loaded aboard four CVE escort class aircraft carriers 
in 2-plane elements for the invasion of Guam. Flown ashore soon after Orote airfield was captured, the OY-1’s began 
flying spotting missions for the III Amphibious Corps Artillery in support of the 3rd Marine Division.  During February 
and early March 1945 the planes of VMO-1 supported the invasion of Iwo Jima where the squadron received the 
Presidential Unit Citation, the highest honor bestowed upon a military unit for meritorious service and bravery in combat.  

VMO-2: Nicknamed "Cherry Deuce”, Marine Observation Squadron Two was activated at Quantico, Virginia on 
November 1, 1943. Originally designated VMO-251, the group moved to San Diego in December for additional training. 
Redesignated VMO-2 in January 1944, the squadron moved to Ewa, Hawaii for close-support training with the 2nd 
Marine Division. From May through August 1944 the squadron supported the 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions during the 
battles for Saipan and Tinian Islands, and in March and April 1945 it saw strenuous action on Okinawa.  The OY-1’s of 
VMO-2 were flown from small escort class aircraft carriers at both Saipan and Okinawa, gaining the distinction of being 
the first American planes to land on those islands after their airfields were captured. After WWII ended, VMO-2 was 
attached to Marine Observation Group 1 and performed occupation duties in Japan, notably at Nagasaki. The squadron 
finally returned to the U.S. and was deactivated in August 1946 at Cherry Point, North Carolina.  

VMO-3: Nicknamed “Scarface”, Marine Observation Squadron Three was activated on December 1st, 1943 at Quantico, 
Virginia. Originally designated VMO-351, the squadron was redesignated VMO-3 on January 15, 1944. Reassigned to 
Marine Aircraft Group 11, Marine Air South Pacific, the squadron was based at Espiritu Santo from January to March 
1944. In September the squadron joined the 1st Marine Division in combat on Peleliu, in the Palau Islands. VMO-3 was 
sent to Okinawa in March 1945 where it earned the Presidential Unit Citation for its "extraordinary heroism in action 
against enemy Japanese forces” during the battle for the island. In September 1945 VMO-3 redeployed to Tientsin, 
China and was assigned to the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing. The squadron primarily carried out courier and patrol missions 
during the peaceful occupation of North China up to June 1947. In July that year the squadron moved to Guam where it 
remained as part of Marine Aircraft Group 24 until May 1949 when it was reassigned to the 2nd Marine Aircraft Wing at 
Cherry Point, North Carolina. VMO-3 was deactivated at Cherry Point on 20 August, 1949.  

VMO-4: Marine Observation Squadron Four was commissioned on December 20, 1943 at Quantico, Virginia. Originally 
designated VMO-951, it was redesignated VMO-4 on 15 January 1944 and then assigned to the V Amphibious Corps at 
Ewa, Hawaii. Reassigned to the 4th Marine Division in April, the squadron participated in combat operations on the island 
of Saipan during July and August 1944. A two-plane detachment also participated in the invasion of nearby Tinian on 24 
July 1944. Relocated to Hawaii in August for rest, and refitted with newer L-5 aircraft, the squadron was moved to Guam 
on 10 January 1945 prior to engaging in combat operations on Iwo Jima from 26 February to 19 March 1945. A 
Presidential Unit Citation was awarded to VMO-4 for its meritorious service with V Amphibious Corps. After the war 
ended the unit was sent to San Diego, California where it was deactivated on 21 October, 1945. 

VMO-5: Nicknamed the "Black Aces”, Marine Observation Squadron Five was activated 15 February 1944 at Quantico, 
Virginia. The squadron trained there for three months before leaving for the West Coast, where four additional months 
were spent training at Camp Pendleton, followed by another four months training in Hawaii. In January 1945 VMO-5 was 
split into two groups, staging through Guam and Saipan on the way to Iwo Jima. On 19 February the squadron arrived at 
Iwo Jima and two aircraft were successfully launched from LST-776 using the infamous “Brodie” cable launching device 
(a third aircraft was lost overboard). By the 28th all of the “Black Aces” aircraft were ashore, flying in support of the 5th 
Marine Division. In March, VMO-5 returned to Hawaii, where it saw the end of the war. Following a brief period of 
occupation duty at Sasebo, Japan, VMO-5 relocated to San Diego and was deactivated on 31 January, 1946.  
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VMO-6: Nicknamed “Cherry Six”, Marine Observation Squadron Six was established on 20 November, 1944 at 
Quantico, Virginia.  In January 1945 the squadron was reassigned to Marine Fleet Air, West Coast and began training 
with the 6th Marine Division at Camp Pendleton, California. VMO-6 was then staged through Guadalcanal in the Solomon 
Islands with the Fleet Marine Force before participating in the invasion of Okinawa.  Shortly after D-Day, 1 April, 1945, 
VMO-6 moved ashore and began combat operations from Yontan Airstrip which was the first objective captured from the 
Japanese. The “Cherry Sixers” participated in the grueling battle for Okinawa until its conclusion on June 21st, and for its 
extraordinary efforts evacuating casualties the squadron was awarded the coveted Presidential Unit Citation. In July 1945 
VMO-6 was sent to Guam where it was stationed until October 1947 when it was sent to Tsingtao, China to assist with 
peace-keeping duties there. In October 1947 the American occupation in China was ended by the southward push of 
Communist Forces, so VMO-6 returned to Camp Pendleton where it remained quietly active until July of 1950.  Called 
upon for overseas duty once again, the squadron served with distinction during three combat tours in the Korean conflict.     

VMO-7: Marine Observation Squadron Seven was activated 15 December 1944 at Quantico, VA but very shortly 
thereafter transferred to Ewa, Hawaii, to train under the operational control of III Amphibious Corps. VMO-7 departed 
Pearl Harbor 17 April 1945 aboard two escort class aircraft carriers, arriving at Okinawa on May 7th. Over the succeeding 
days the aircraft were flown ashore with the final echelon arriving on the 11th. The squadron was based at the Chatan “cub 
airstrip” and supported III Amphibious Corps Artillery during the “Gunto Operation” that lasted from 7 May to 22 June 
1945. During the 12-day period from 11-22 June inclusive, VMO-7 made a total of 369 evacuation flights from a narrow 
dirt road behind 1st Division lines. These flights were in addition to the 260 spotting and photo-reconnaissance missions 
flown during the same period.VMO-7 remained on Okinawa after the war ended and was deactivated there on 16 Nov 
1945. There is no known nickname or insignia for VMO-7. 

 


