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Due to the Thunderbolt’s poor forward visibility when taxiing, the aeroplane’s crew chief often rode on the wing while the P-47 taxied out to the runway to warn the pilot of any obstacles ahead. ANGELPUSS II, Lt Louis Barnett’s assigned aircraft, taxies in at Fano, after a successful mission. The P-47D-27/28 (serial unknown) assigned to the 79th FG’s 86th FS, had just returned from supporting British troops over the Eighth Army Front (Dave Hoover Collection)
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CHAPTER ONE

ORIGINS OF THE AMERICAN FIGHTER-BOMBER

Although the Mediterranean Theatre of Operations (MTO) has been overshadowed by the greater scope of combat seen in the European Theatre, many developments in Allied doctrine had their origins in North Africa and the MTO well before Allied troops set foot on the European continent. The combat environments found in North Africa, Sicily and Italy often saw air power become the decisive tool for mission accomplishment, and therefore served as the testing ground for innovation in tactics and doctrine that would become standard as the war progressed.

US Army Air Force (USAAF) doctrine was still rather nebulous when the 57th FG’s P-40Fs took off from the deck of USS Ranger (CV 4), sailing near the African Gold Coast, in July 1942. The role air power was to play in North Africa was anything but certain, and it was not until the 57th (and subsequent P-40 groups that followed) gained significant experience operating alongside its British allies that a doctrine began to emerge. The newly formed Desert Air Force (DAF), comprised of units from the US Ninth Air Force and RAF squadrons, was the primary aerial support for Allied ground units in North Africa. P-40Fs in-theatre were modified to carry a 500-lb bomb on the centreline rack and three 30-lb fragmentation bomblets under each wing.

Air superiority is an essential element of any aviation operation. In North Africa, although General Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps was retreating, Luftwaffe fighters remained a significant threat to DAF bomber units through to early 1943. Allied aircraft needed to get to their targets with minimal threat from enemy fighters. In order to accomplish this, escort fighters, logistics and significant planning and coordination was needed. The employment of fighter types as fighter-bombers also helped defeat the Jagdwaffe.
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P-40Fs of the 324th and 57th FGs await their next mission at an Advanced Landing Ground in the North African desert. When the USA entered the war, fighter-bombers did not exist in the USAAF, but quick lessons in the North African desert with excellent RAF instructors taught many of those early aviators the skills they needed as they became squadron and group commanders flying P-47s in 1944 (Author’s collection)

Using DAF fighters both as a covering force and as the attackers enabled a greater flexibility in ordnance delivery, and also in the ability to defend against enemy fighters attempting to shoot down the attacking force. Once fighter-bomber pilots had dropped their ordnance, they would be able to defend themselves as they fought their way back to friendly lines.

DAF P-40 groups performed well in North Africa, using the aircraft’s improved manoeuvrability at lower altitudes to effectively combat the faster Bf 109. Their contribution to the war effort was instrumental in solidifying doctrine that had been postulated by air power proponents for the preceding two decades. Actions like the ‘Palm Sunday Massacre’ of 18 April 1943, when P-40s from the 57th and 324th FGs claimed 76 German aircraft (mainly Ju 52/3ms) destroyed, proved decisive in the overall defeat of Axis forces in North Africa by 12 May 1943.

Published doctrine caught up to practice shortly after the North African victory. The introduction of Field Manual FM100-20 Command and Employment of Air Power in July 1943 laid out the doctrinal priorities for combat aviation, and for the first time put air forces on an equal footing with army ground forces. The establishment of USAAF doctrine set the support of friendly ground forces by air as a third priority, behind seizing air superiority and disrupting the enemy’s infrastructure through bombardment and interdicting his logistics chain. While fighter-bombers assisted in maintaining air superiority when the opportunity arose, interdiction and close air support (CAS) were the primary function of tactical air force units.

In mid 1943, the USAAF order of battle in the North African theatre underwent a significant reorganisation. Headquarters, Ninth Air Force was reassigned to the European Theatre of Operations (ETO) as the core of the new tactical air force in the UK, turning its fighter groups over to the newly created Twelfth Air Force as the new tactical air force in the MTO. Along with this reorganisation, the Fifteenth Air Force was created in the autumn of 1943 as the MTO’s strategic air arm.

As the North African campaign came to a close and the Allies advanced across the Mediterranean, newer fighter types saw their introduction to combat. The most significant of these was the North American A-36 Apache, an Allison-engined dive-bomber variant of the not-yet-famous P-51. A lethal machine optimised for air-to-ground work, the A-36 was a fast aircraft even with a full load of two 500-lb bombs. Making its combat debut over Sicily with the 27th FG in June 1943, the Apache impressed those that flew it thanks to the aircraft’s manoeuvrability, speed and heavy armament of six 0.50-cal machine guns. Indeed, this weaponry made the Apache one of the most heavily armed single-engined aircraft in the inventory to date – only the new Thunderbolt carried more firepower.
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While the P-40F/L was the predominant fighter-bomber in the Mediterranean from 1942 through to mid-1944, the A-36A Apache (the dive-bomber version of the P-51A Mustang) proved an incredibly capable machine in the hands of 27th and 86th FG pilots. The aircraft’s combat career was doomed, however, by a small production run, scarcity of spare parts and the fact that manufacturer North American quickly fitted the Rolls-Royce Merlin engine into the Mustang airframe in place of the A-36’s Allison. These 526th FS Apaches are fuelled, armed and ready for their next combat mission over the Italian Front (Dave Hoover Collection)

The A-36 soldiered on with both the 27th and 86th FGs into early 1944. However, its short production run of only 500 airframes made conditions very difficult for the groups’ maintainers. Keeping an adequate supply of spare parts available became progressivly harder, and according to several sources, a coin was flipped to see which group would lose its Apaches and transition to a new airframe. The 27th lost out and in February 1944 began handing its A-36s over to the 86th FG while converting to hand-me-down P-40s from the 57th FG. The group would fly these war weary aircraft for just a few short months, however, as it transitioned to newer P-47s in May.

A NEW MISSION

When the Republic P-47 began arriving in-theatre in September 1943 through North African ports, it was intended for use as a high altitude interceptor. The turbo-supercharged Pratt & Whitney R-2800 radial engine gave the fighter excellent high altitude performance, which was a feature lacking in both the P-40 and A-36 that left them at a serious disadvantage when engaging the Bf 109G. The Thunderbolt also had a greater range than other single-engined fighters in the MTO, allowing it to escort USAAF heavy bombers almost as far as the P-38 Lightning.

The first MTO unit to convert to the new fighter was the 325th FG, beginning in September 1943. It took just short of a month to convert the group from the P-40, and during that time the 325th was transferred from the Twelfth to the Fifteenth Air Force to provide fighter escorts for strategic bombing missions over Germany. Due to changes in higher headquarters and in airframes, the 325th did not fly its first combat mission in the P-47D until 4 December.
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Pilots of the 325th FG gather under the wing of P-47D 42-76021 soon after they had commenced flying the Thunderbolt. Although the 325th did not fly Thunderbolts as part of the Twelfth Air Force, many of its aeroplanes subsequently did after being transferred out of the group. Capt Lewis ‘Bill’ Chick of the 325th shot down two Bf 109s in this aeroplane before turning it over to the 86th FG, with whom it soldiered on through 1944 (Author’s collection)

While the Thunderbolt’s service with the 325th was limited to six months as part of the Fifteenth Air Force, the aeroplanes it flew would be extremely important to Twelfth Air Force fighter units in the months that followed.
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Final assembly of the first P-47s arriving in-theatre took place in Tunisia, after which the aircraft were assigned to an operational unit. Here, two technicians are securing the fighter’s ammunition bays as the latest batch awaits their tail feathers. The F-6C tactical reconnaissance Mustang coded CD (42-103014) to the right of the P-47s is from the 111th TRS. Photographed in January 1944, this was probably one of the first Merlin-engined P-51s to arrive in the MTO (Author’s collection)

Shortly after the 325th began its conversion onto the new fighter, the 57th FG followed, getting its first P-47s a few days after Thanksgiving and flying its first combat mission the day after the 325th on 5 December 1943. The group’s three squadrons (64th, 65th and 66th FSs) each contributed three P-47s and four P-40s to escort a force of 36 B-25s returning from an attack on Split harbour, in Yugoslavia. One P-47 developed engine trouble and returned early, but the remaining eight Thunderbolts arrived at the bomber rendezvous point and patrolled over Split. There was no contact with either enemy aircraft or the B-25s.

Although this particular mission was a standard bomber escort, December had ushered in a new phase of operations targeting Axis shipping in the Adriatic that would eventually capitalise on the P-47’s ordnance-carrying capabilities. These first missions focused on maritime reconnaissance and interdiction along the Dalmatian coast, and on 16 December the 57th drew first blood with its new mounts.

The group’s 1000th mission since its P-40Fs left the deck of Ranger was a fighter sweep over the Peljesac peninsula, on the Yugoslavian coast. A mixed formation of eight P-47s from all three squadrons departed Amendola airfield, in Italy, at 0900 hrs and headed northeast across the Adriatic Sea – one aircraft had engine trouble and was forced to abort. After dead reckoning nearly 120 miles over open water, the formation reached land just west of Zabrde and strafed a number of targets between there and Ston (three miles to the south) in support of Yugoslavian partisans, starting fires among a grouping of supply sheds. Flying line abreast, all eight P-47s then turned northeast towards Drace, looking for additional targets of opportunity.

While pulling up from strafing buildings north of Drace, the fighters were bounced by a flight of at least eight Bf 109G-6s from IV./JG 27, led by Leutnant Wolfgang Lang. The P-47 pilots turned into their attackers and went on the offensive, despatching four Messerschmitts and driving the rest off. The dogfight had taken place over the eastern Mediterranean, and ranged from near zero altitude up to 1000 ft. 1Lt (later Capt) Alfred Froning claimed two Bf 109s, bringing his personal total to six (four kills while flying P-40Fs) and making him the 65th’s second ace.
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While not the aeroplane he scored his final two kills in, Al Froning flew this P-47D 42-75648 for the remainder of his tour, and had all six of his victories painted on the side of it. Froning scored four kills in the P-40F, including two Ju 52/3ms in the famous ‘Palm Sunday Massacre’. The 57th FG claimed 74 enemy aircraft shot down and a nearly equal number of probables for the loss of six Warhawks during this one-sided clash on 18 April 1943 (Bob Hanning collection via 57thfightergroup.com/Mark O’Boyle)

In his debrief, 1Lt Froning recounted;
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Capt Al Froning climbs out of his P-47 after another successful mission. Froning was the only 57th FG pilot to ‘make ace’ while flying the Thunderbolt, claiming two Bf 109s on 16 January 1944 to add to his quartet of kills in the P-40F (Bob Hanning collection via 57thfightergroup.com/Mark O’Boyle)

‘I was leading the top flight of three P-47s. We had just pulled up from strafing “Stone” [sic] and were at 1000 ft. 1Lt Monahan called in one snapper and attacked same. As he dove on the enemy aircraft, a second Me 109 closed on his tail. I was
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