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INTRODUCTION

By the end of 1943, it was clear that the next phase of operations against Nazi Germany would be an Allied invasion of the European continent. The strategic bombing campaign being waged by the US Army Air Force (USAAF) had suffered setbacks in the fall, but with the introduction of the P-51B Mustang as a long-range escort, heavy bombers of the Eighth Air Force were venturing even farther into Germany. The Ninth Air Force’s medium bomber force operated similarly to that of the Eighth, using tight formations of B-26 Marauders and A-20 Havocs to attack infrastructure and strategic targets that were closer to what would be the frontlines in Occupied Europe following the Normandy landings on June 6, 1944.

Yet despite an ever-increasing number of medium and heavy bombers in-theater, it was clear that a fighter-bomber would be necessary when it came to providing close air support for troops on the ground in the wake of D-Day – a smaller, more nimble aircraft that could carry a respectable bombload and then fight its way back home if necessary. The robust P-47D Thunderbolt, with its ability to absorb damage, stability as a gun platform and high speed in a dive, began operational testing in the fighter-bomber role as 1943 came to a close.

German forces in western Europe were also painfully aware of the impending invasion, as RAF and USAAF aircraft had been increasingly attacking tactical targets in France and the Low Countries. Upon being made General Inspector of the Western Defenses in early November 1943, Generalfeldmarschall Erwin Rommel immediately began reinforcing his Westwall defenses by adding an entire Flakkorps (consisting of between two and four Flak Divisonen, which could be either static or motorized) to defend against the coming aerial onslaught. Divisional structures were rearranged and reinforced to increase the number of anti-aircraft guns available to divisional commanders, and each Panzerabteilung (tank battalion) was given its own flak section for immediate anti-aircraft protection. The stage was set for a direct confrontation between American fighter-bombers and German flak.

January 1944 was when everything changed. Prior to that, Eighth Air Force fighter groups assigned to VIII Fighter Command had been tied to escorting bombers at high altitude to the limits of their range, before turning for home in England. The USAAF command restructuring at the end of 1943 brought in Lt Gen James “Jimmy” Doolittle as the commander of the Eighth Air Force and Maj Gen William Kepner as the head of VIII Fighter Command. On Doolittle’s order, VIII Fighter Command shifted focus, grasping firmly to the tenet that the “first duty of the Eighth Air Force fighters is to destroy German fighters.”

Releasing VIII Fighter Command’s units to hunt the Luftwaffe in the air and on the ground brought with it an unintended, but somewhat expected, consequence – losses to light and medium flak. Where P-47s had previously operated between 18,000–35,000ft, once released from their assigned escort leg, they were now permitted to get down on the deck in order to attack German airfields, and any other targets of opportunity, while egressing the continent. Despite the Thunderbolt’s ability to absorb a significant amount of battle damage, both static and mobile flak proved it was not invulnerable.
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Then-Lt Col James “Jimmy” Doolittle was photographed in 1941 during a visit to Republic’s Farmingdale plant. The future commander of the Eighth Air Force is seen here examining the flaps of a P-43 Lancer under construction. His order for VIII Fighter Command to “destroy German fighters” rather than slavishly escort heavy bombers saw the P-47 become the USAAF’s primary fighter-bomber in the ETO from January 1944 through to war’s end. (Author’s Collection)




In the early months of 1944, the Ninth Air Force had also completed its move from North Africa to Britain, where it was reorganised into the tactical counterpart to the Eighth Air Force in Europe. The change in command structure also prompted a shift in fighter assignments within both strategic and tactical air forces. Initially, Merlin-engined P-51Bs were to have been assigned to the tactical Ninth Air Force, while the P-47 was to remain with the strategic Eighth. Doolittle’s assumption of command changed that, moving the longer-range Mustang into the strategic escort role and reassigning the robust juggernaut that was the P-47 into the tactical arena. The units given the fighter-bomber tasking followed in the footsteps of the Mediterranean Theater’s 57th Fighter Group (FG), which had commenced such operations with the Thunderbolt from late 1943.

The Mediterranean Theater’s Twelfth (tactical) and Fifteenth (strategic) Air Forces were equipped with limited numbers of P-47s by late 1943, and duly followed the Eighth Air Force in going after the Luftwaffe both in the air and on the ground. By early 1944, the Fifteenth’s fighter groups had started to transition to the Mustang, with the 325th and 332nd FGs having transferred all of their Thunderbolts to the Twelfth Air Force by the end of the spring. The availability of these aircraft accelerated the Twelfth’s transition from obsolescent P-39 Airacobras and P-40 Warhawks to the P-47.
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The Sd.Kfz. 7/1 flak halbkette (flak halftrack) was one of several types of flak vehicle that formed the backbone of mobile air defense for the Wehrmacht. It mounted a single Flakvierling 38 antiaircraft gun and had a crew of eight. This particular example was assigned to an SS Panzer division. (EN Archive)




In the meantime, German forces had had four years to bolster defenses in France against the inevitable Allied invasion. The Flakwaffe (created in January 1942 as part of the Wehrmacht’s Flakartillerie) was primarily focused on protecting the Reich from Allied strategic bombers, and, as a result, development of newer short-range light flak systems lagged behind the more advanced larger guns. The 3.7cm FlaK 36 was a very capable weapon, with good rates of fire, range and reliability. The single-barrel 2cm FlaK 38 and larger four-barrel Flakvierling 38 were adequate, but hampered by the limitations of a 20-round box magazine mounted on an autocannon that potentially had a cyclic rate of fire of 800 rounds per minute. Still, the FlaK 38 in either form was the most ubiquitous of the German anti-aircraft guns, and it remained in use for the duration of the war.

The light and medium flak units that would potentially engage Allied fighter-bombers hailed from four separate arms of the German military. The Luftwaffe provided the anti-aircraft defenses over geographic areas and airfields. Marineflak (Navy Anti-aircraft) defended the coastlines, while the Heeresflak (Army Anti-aircraft) and SS-Flak provided point anti-aircraft defense for Wehrmacht and SS ground units, respectively. These mobile and semi-mobile organizations would be Germany’s critical counterpunch against the Jabo (Jagdbomber or fighter-bomber) threat.

Ninth Air Force Jabos commenced flying combat missions over the continent in early 1944. Like the fighter groups in the Eighth Air Force, Thunderbolt units began with bomber escort and fighter sweeps to gain familiarity with France and the Low Countries, learn where the heavily defended enemy airfields were and get a general lay of the land. The early months of Ninth Air Force P-47 operations over the continent saw all such sorties originate from airfields in England, and bombing missions were limited to striking transportation infrastructure in order to restrict German ground movement in the lead up to D-Day. Such operations also allowed Thunderbolt flights to attack any German ground forces encountered.

By this stage of the war, command and control was still fairly limited over the continent, and fighter sweeps gave flight, squadron and group commanders the tactical flexibility to react to enemy contact as required. As the war progressed, new systems like SCR-584 radar enhanced that tactical flexibility by improving the Thunderbolt formation’s ability to fly and fight in bad weather.

By early Spring 1944, the opposing forces began sizing each other up and probing for weaknesses. The first Ninth Air Force Thunderbolt loss to flak came on March 6, 1944 when Maj Frederick Nelander of the 362nd FG’s 377th Fighter Squadron (FS) led a strafing attack on Twente aerodrome in the Netherlands after being released from escort duty on a “Ramrod” (short-range bomber escort) mission. Nelander, with 2Lt Russell Adams and 1Lts James Rippin and Joseph Lane following, dove down on the airfield, strafing tents, gun emplacements and whatever other targets were visible. Lane, flying as No. 4, had the clearest view:

As we went down on the drome and I shot at gun emplacements, I saw Maj Nelander’s ship was hit by automatic weapons fire as we crossed the aerodrome. Smoke came out of his engine immediately. The Major realized his plane was hit and called for someone to get on his wing because oil on the canopy obscured his vision. I had just gotten on his wing when he called ‘Never mind, I can’t keep the damn thing going, I’m going to have to jump’. As I went past, I made a turn over him and looked back and saw the plane explode, and immediately to the side of where the ship had been, [I] observed an open parachute going down.

Maj Nelander spent the remainder of the war at Stalag Luft I.

2Lt Adams, flying on Nelander’s wing, made the comment that “[We] spread out to come down the runway. I machine gunned a row of tents. Automatic weapons fire came up at us. Maj Nelander wasn’t taking evasive action from what I could tell as he came straight down the runway.” Not taking evasive action and giving the angered flak gunners a straight line reference to a known point enabled them to quickly shoot him down – a mistake the other pilots in his flight would take to heart for the remainder of their combat tours.
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P-47D-22 42-25773 of the 379th FS/362nd FG returned to its airfield at Headcorn, in Kent, on May 30, 1944 with a shot-up port outer wing section, the fighter-bomber having been hit by FlaK 38 2cm rounds whilst attacking a target in France during the week before D-Day. The Thunderbolt was soon repaired, and it remained in service until written off in an accident at Sandweiler (A-97) advanced landing ground in Luxembourg on April 1, 1945. (NARA)




Flak was always the most significant threat to the Thunderbolt pilot. As a result, new techniques were created to maximize the P-47’s strengths against ground-based flak. New weapons like fragmentation and incendiary bombs and rockets were developed specifically to give the Thunderbolt an edge over anti-aircraft guns. However, the massive weight of fire of its battery of eight 0.50-cal machine guns was still the most effective and accurate way to engage and destroy German flak guns.




CHRONOLOGY




1930









February




Reichswehr establishes the Flakartillerie to maintain an air defense umbrella over German ground units.









Spring




FlaK 30 2cm anti-aircraft gun is designed by German engineers working for the Swiss firm Solothurn. It would enter service with the Kriegsmarine in April 1934.









1931









February 16




Seversky Aircraft Corporation is founded in Farmingdale, New York, by Russian immigrant Maj Alexander P. de Seversky. Former Bleriot engineer Alexander Kartveli is Chief Engineer.









1933









January 30




Adolf Hitler is voted in as the German chancellor, and he initiates a massive rearmament program to return Germany to world power status.









1934









Fall




Sd.Kfz. 7 begins trials to meet a Wehrmacht requirement for a halftrack artillery prime mover.









1935









August 15




Kartveli’s first military design for Seversky, the SEV-7 (also known as the Army XP-35), completes its maiden flight.









1936









Summer




Rheinmetall and Borsig AG locomotive works merge, becoming Rheinmetall-Borsig, which would produce most of Nazi Germany’s light and medium flak guns.









1938









Spring




FlaK 38 2cm autocannon is adopted for low altitude air defense.









1939









September




Seversky Aircraft Corporation becomes the Republic Aircraft Company.









Fall




Rheinmetall-Borsig design a new mount that couples four 2cm guns around a central fire control system. Designated Flakvierling 38, it goes into production the following year.









1940









Spring




Production of Sd.Kfz. 7/1 anti-aircraft halftrack begins, coupling Sd.Kfz. 7 and Flakvierling 38.









Summer




Wind tunnel testing of XP-47 lightweight fighter commences.
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The FlaK 30 was Germany’s first light antiaircraft gun. Designed to counter the slower, less capable aircraft of the early 1930s, the 2cm weapon was sorely obsolete by 1944. Nevertheless, it continued to soldier on until the defeat of the Third Reich. Here, a member of the gun crew is using an EM.R.36 1-meter focal length type rangefinder to confirm the altitude of an approaching aircraft. (EN Archive)






1941









May 6




First flight of XP-47B nearly ends in disaster when oil leaking from the engine collects in the exhaust and fills the cockpit with smoke. Test pilot Lowery Brabham is able to continue the initial test flight, however, and later states he thinks the firm has “hit the jackpot.” Republic is awarded contract W535-AC-15850 for 170 production P-47Bs and 57 P-47Cs the very same day.









1942









Spring




Production begins on the Sd.Kfz. 7/2 flak halftrack, armed with a FlaK 36 3.7cm gun. Production of the Sd.Kfz. 10/4 shifts to the Sd.Kfz. 10/5, exchanging the FlaK 30 for the FlaK 38.









September




XII Air Support Command is activated as the fighter-bomber component of the Twelfth Air Force and moves to North Africa.









1943









March 10




First P-47C combat mission flown by the 4th FG out of Debden, Essex, with pilots claiming three Fw 190s destroyed for the loss of two Thunderbolts.
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The XP-47B closely resembled the production-standard Thunderbolt that would soon follow. Test pilot Lowery Brabham was very impressed with the aircraft, despite some technical problems during the course of its first flight. (Philip Jarrett Collection)






July




P-47D-5-RE 42-8702 is modified with a new windscreen and blown Perspex canopy borrowed from a British Hawker Typhoon, creating the XP-47K.












Fall




Deliveries of P-47D-15-RE/RAs
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