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The cockpit of a newly restored P-51 Mustang escort fighter.


During World War II he had total control of a 400 mph fighter and eight machine-guns—with no radar, no auto-pilot, and no electronics. At the touch of a button he could unleash thirteen pounds of shot in three seconds. He had a total of fourteen seconds’ ammunition. He needed to be less than 250 yards from the enemy to be effective. He and his foe could maneuver in three dimensions at varying speeds and with an infinite number of angles relative to each other. His job was to solve the sighting equation without becoming a target himself. His aircraft carried ninety gallons of fuel between his chest and the engine. He often flew over 35,000 feet with no cockpit heating or pressurization. He endured up to six times the force of gravity with no “G” suit. He had no crash helmet or protective clothing other than ineffective flying boots and gloves. He had about three seconds in which to identify his foe, and slightly longer to abandon the aircraft if hit. He had no ejector seat. He was also a navigator, radio operator, photographer, air-to-ground attacker, rocketeer, and dive-bomber. Often, as in my case, he was only nineteen years old. He was considered too young and irresponsible to vote, but not too young to die. His pay was the modern equivalent of just under sixty new pence per day in 1940. Should he have been stupid enough to be shot down and taken prisoner, a third of that sum was deducted at source by a grateful country and never returned. However, every hour of every day was an unforgettable and marvelous experience shared with some of the finest characters who ever lived.

—Paddy Barthropp, a fighter pilot of the Royal Air Force in World War II

“I want to see you shoot the way you shout.”

—Theodore Roosevelt

EVERYTHING ABOUT BRITAIN was strange to the newly arrived Yank. The countryside was greener than anything he had ever seen back home. The weather was lousy and so was the food. The houses looked ancient. The money made no sense to him. The people drove on the wrong side of the road. And when they spoke to him, he couldn’t always understand what they said. As Oscar Wilde had put it: “We really have everything in common with America these days except, of course, the language.” And there were the shortages, the blackout, the bomb damage, the long lines of shoppers, the crowded trains, the sight of so many men and women in so many different uniforms … and the haggard but unbeaten civilians.

The American fighter pilot, however, had made a relatively smooth transition to the UK assignment. First, there had been a trickle of U.S. volunteers into the RAF during the first year of the war in Europe, then a flood of aviators for the Eagle Squadrons preceded the great deluge of airmen arriving late in 1942 to serve with the Eighth and Ninth U.S. Army Air Forces in Britain. With the same mission, and sometimes the same airfields and equipment, the fighter pilots of the USAAF and the RAF were thrown together—living, flying, fighting, and dying alongside each other.


TO BLIGHTY
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Lt. Col. James Clark briefs his 4FG pilots at their Debden base.
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The heavily-armed Lockheed P-38 Lightning escort fighter.

The 31st Fighter Group was the first American fighter unit to be sent to Europe. Its official diarist commented that “operationally we worked direct with the British, which in England was highly efficient—about as good as could ever be attained.” It was, for the 31st, a close partnership strengthened by the use of British aircraft on British bases. The 307th Fighter Squadron at Biggin Hill, the 308th at Kenley, and the 309th at Westhampnett, all part of the 31st Fighter Group, flew the Spitfire operationally, and the Dieppe raid on August 19, 1942, was their first action. There, Second Lieutenant Samuel Junkin of the 309th shot down a Focke Wulf Fw 190 fighter and became the first USAAF pilot to claim a kill in the European air war. For the first time, pilots of the Eighth Air Force had flown in combat along with fighter pilots of the RAF. That day the American 308th was led into battle over the Dieppe beachhead by RAF Squadron Leader Pete Wickham who had been temporarily detached for the special assignment. Later, the Americans honored him with the Silver Star “for outstanding aerial technique, operational skill, and great courage and determination.” From July to October 1944, Wickham he was attached to another U.S. fighter group where he again served with distinction, at North Weald, northeast of London, the same base from which he had led No 111 Squadron, RAF. Another 111 Squadron pilot, George Heighington, had good reason to remember the American fliers with appreciation. On June 2, 1942, the North Weald wing was to be sent on a sweep of the Cap Gris Nez area, but recent losses had reduced the number of available aircraft. To make up for the shortfall, 111 Squadron borrowed a Spitfire from 350 Squadron and assigned it to Heighington.

“It had been a last-minute arrangement and I only went to collect the aircraft as we were due to taxi out for takeoff, so had little or no time to set it up for my own use. During the flight out I set the seat for my own height, adjusted the rudder pedals, and set the throttle quadrant the way I wanted it. Then, as soon as we got over France, we were jumped by a whole hell of a lot of ME 109s and I switched on my gunsight ready to do battle. Nothing! It just didn’t light up. Now this was not a good time to discover you had a malfunction in your gunsight, but I did my best. This turned out to be quite inadequate and I was immediately shot to pieces. As my logbook records: ‘Cannon shells in wing and fuselage. Port cannon shot away. Starboard magazine exploded blowing away wing plates. Plates blown from port wing and tail unit. Engine misfiring.’ I was virtually dead in the air, just sitting at thirty thousand feet over Dunkirk and at the mercy of the next Luftwaffe pilot to spot me. Then, salvation. Another Spitfire arrived and escorted me back to England in a gentle dive, my engine eventually dying on me before I made a successful dead-stick landing at Manston—severely shaken and lucky to be alive. The pilot who saved me never identified himself, but after I made a lot of inquiries he turned out to be a member of one of the Eagle Squadrons, Number 133. I’d like to know exactly who he was so I could write him my much-belated thanks. That Yank saved my life.”
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The dogtag identity discs of a Royal Air Force pilot of World War II.

In addition to Spitfires, Hurricanes were flown by American pilots in the Eagle Squadrons. Carroll McColpin, a former Eagle pilot, preferred them. When he was transferred to a Spitfire unit he felt he had been downgraded. “The Hurricane was a beautiful-flying airplane. If you kept your eyes open nobody could shoot you down in one of those. As long as you could see them they couldn’t get you. And it could out-maneuver a Spitfire. Easily. But it was slower on altitude capabilities and with a slower dive. A good old bird it was, with a hell of a lot of firepower. Rugged too. I liked the four sets of controls to your elevators, rudders, and stuff. That meant you could get shot up on one side and still have control. I liked it a lot.”

Conversely, the American P-51 Mustang fighter was used extensively by the RAF. It ultimately proved to be the outstanding fighter of the war and certainly the best escort fighter. The RAF quickly discovered the Mustang’s potential and was, by VE Day, operating more than 320 of the planes. The Mustang was a type that had proved its worth in a variety of roles. RAF pilots flying Mustangs escorted British bombers that were attacking German shipping off the Norwegian coast in mid-1944. In addition to the RAF, on August 8, 1944, the famous 4th Fighter Group of the Eighth USAAF, flew escort cover for the RAF bombers off Norway. The Mustang pilots of the 4th took on the assignment when the British Mustangs were shifted to southern England to deal with the threat of the German V-1 flying bombs. For the Americans the flight to Norway was about 800 miles. It was at low level all the way across the North Sea. In addition to the hazard of salt spray, if a pilot went into water that cold, his survival time was measured in minutes. One of the participating RAF bomber pilots recalled his feelings for his American escorts: “They were splendidly and magnificently heroic.”

In general, the British and American fighter pilots got along well; there was, however, some friction. The Yanks were, on occasion, accused of being “overpaid, overfed, oversexed, and over here.” The Americans countered that the Brits were “underpaid, undersexed, and under Eisenhower.” And they grumbled about the food. One American fighter pilot swore that “the British subsisted on some of the most appalling food known to man or beast. Have you ever tried biting on a kipper for breakfast? Worse still, have you had these things they call Brussels sprouts? If I ever have to crash my plane I’ll make sure I do it on a Brussels sprout field.”

Living conditions varied greatly in both the American and British air forces. Established prewar bases like Debden, Tangmere, Digby, North Weald, and Martlesham Heath had permanent, brick-built accommodation, central heating, and comfortable furnishings. Those less fortunate airmen assigned to one of the hundreds of muddy bases built during the war could expect only squalid shacks, leaky tin Nissen huts or drafty Maycrete buildings. Keeping warm and dry was a constant struggle. The pot-bellied stoves provided put out as much smoke as they did heat. Some of the pilots had to live in canvas tents, especially those operating from the “advanced landing grounds” near the south coast of England around D-Day.

A pilot of the 31st Fighter Group, U.S. Army Air Force: “Here we were, Johnny-come-latelys to these Limeys who had taken it on the chin for so long. France … Dunkirk … the Battle of Britain … then the Blitz. They’d been there and they had done it. They sure had the edge on us when it came to experience and we knew it. Respected it. What did we have to offer? That’s how some of us felt in the beginning. Inadequate. But never once did these RAF types act superior to us freshmen. They welcomed us as equals … and that was the key to our getting along, so far as we in the 31st were concerned. At this stage in the air war we knew we weren’t equals to our battle-hardened pals … but we sure were determined to be! At first they might have had their doubts, but as true English gentlemen they hid them well. Their attitude, and our approach, made for a wonderful partnership. Sure, we were different. The way we did things, even the way we spoke. But the record of the fighter pilots of the Eighth and Ninth Air Forces speaks for itself, and the RAF guys had blazed a trail for us to follow. We did so with pride and we did it well. The truth is, we couldn’t have done it without each other.”

She’s the girl that makes the thing That drills the hole, that holds the spring / That drives the rod, that turns the knob / That works the thingummybob. / It’s a ticklish sort of job Making a thing for a thingummybob Especially when you don’t know what it’s for. / And it’s the girl that makes the thing / That holds the oil that oils the ring / That makes the thingummybob that’s going to win the war …

—anonymous

The walk to headquarters, occasionally asking directions, was enlightening. There was a base hospital, the Red Cross Club for enlisted men, tennis courts, volley ball courts, armament building, movie house, post exchange, photography shop, enlisted men’s barracks, and, finally, headquarters. The streets and sidewalks were paved and the grass was carefully cut. In back of all this, three huge hangars loomed, and everything was painted with the characteristic camouflage. Fifteen-hundred officers and men lived on this base, all slaves to the forty-eight P47s sitting around the field. This was Debden.

—from The Look of Eagles by John T. Godfrey
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The Ops Room state board of the 65th Fighter Wing near Saffron Walden.

When a man wants to murder a tiger, he calls it sport; when the tiger wants to murder him he calls it ferocity.

—George Bernard Shaw from Maxims for Revolutionists

WALTER J. KONANTZ FLEW MUSTANGS with the 338th Fighter Squadron, 55th Fighter Group, at Wormingford, England in the Second World War. This was a typical mission day as he remembered it.

0500 hours. The door bursts open in our twelve-man Nissen hut and the CQ flips on the lights and wakes everybody up. A few of the pilots aren’t flying today and they can go back to sleep. Those who are flying get dressed and go to the central latrine to brush their teeth and shave.

0530 hours. A big GI truck picks us up and takes us to the mess hall, where we have the usual breakfast of powdered eggs, greasy bacon, burned toast and black coffee. The mess hall is close enough to the briefing room that we all walk over there as each finishes his last cup of coffee.


WALTER’S WAR

0615 hours. We find our designated seats in the briefing room. A flight leader sits in the front row with his wing man (number two) immediately behind him. The number three man (element leader) sits behind number two, and directly behind him sits the number four man (tail-end Charlie). The briefing officer can then tell at a glance if anyone is missing and in what position in the formation they are flying. The big map on the wall behind the briefing officer has a red string from our base to the rendezvous point, then to the bombers’ target. Zigs and zags in the string show the turning points to help us avoid known flak concentrations. The target for today is Berlin, which is a five-and-a-half hour mission for us, and over eight hours for the bombers. We are given our engine start times, bomber-rendezvous time and target time. Flak locations are covered, expected enemy opposition is discussed, and the weather for launch, en route, target area, and recovery time is briefed. All pilots hack their GI wristwatches to the exact time and the briefing is concluded. We then check out our parachutes, zip on the anti-G suit, put on a heavy jacket, don the Mae West life vest; heavy gloves and fur-lined boots complete the suiting-up. The cockpit heater in the P-51 only works when the outside air temperature is warm enough that you don’t need it anyway. On the way out of the briefing room, they have several boxes of candy bars for “in-flight lunches” and I grab a couple of bars. We gather outside the briefing room, where we are picked up by several GI trucks and hauled to the various dispersal areas where our planes are parked. On arrival at my parking area, my crew chief takes my parachute and places it in the cockpit. I ask him if all the fuel tanks, including the two pressed-paper 110-gallon external tanks, are topped off. He assures me they are full and, trusting him implicitly, I don’t bother to check them. He is now standing on the wing helping me buckle into the ’chute and seat harness. He climbs down and stands by the nose of the plane with a fire extinguisher at his side to monitor the engine start.
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A beautifully restored North American P-51D Mustang escort fighter.
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World War II Nissen huts at the former Steeple Morden base near Cambridge, England in the 1990s.
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The 355th Fighter Group memorial at Steeple Morden.

0730 hours. Some of the planes are starting up and beginning to move, but my start-engine time (written on the back of my hand) is still ten minutes away.
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An Eighth Air Force attack on an oil refinery near Hamburg, Germany, in 1943.

0740 hours. It is time to start my engine. I flip the master switch on, hold the spring-loaded primer switch a few seconds, turn on the ignition switches, and hold the starter switch. The prop blades turn a couple of revolutions and the Merlin engine catches with a few pops and bangs, then roars to life with some puffs of black smoke. I let it warm up a couple of minutes, signal the crew chief to pull the wheel chocks, and taxi to the line of planes waiting at the hardstand exit to get on the taxiway. I have also written on the back of my hand the identification code letters of the airplane I am to follow and, when he passes by on the taxiway, I pull out behind him. There is a long string of idling P-51s on the taxiway leading to the takeoff end of the runway. There are forty-eight fighters flying this mission, three squadrons of four flights, each flight consisting of four planes. There are also two spares cranked up who will fly to the German border in case they are needed to fill in for an air abort. If they are not needed, they will return to home base. While waiting in the takeoff line, I recheck all my engine instruments, crank in five degrees of right rudder trim (the engine torque is terrific at low speeds and high power), lower the flaps ten degrees for the heavy takeoff weight and check my fuel selector valve on left main.

0800 hours. I taxi onto the runway behind two or three airplanes waiting to take off. I am leading Acorn Blue flight today, so I line up on the left side of the runway and my wingman lines up on the right side. Up ahead is a pilot standing by the left side of the runway with an orange and white checkered flag. He flags off each pair of airplanes when he sees that the preceding pair has cleared the ground. The pair ahead of us is on the take-off roll, so I move up even with the flag man, hold the brakes, and rev up to about twenty-five percent power. The flag man waves the flag over his head in a circular motion to rev up, then drops it to signal brake release. As soon as we start moving, I slowly advance power to sixty-seven inches of manifold pressure and 3,000 rpm. My wingman does the same and we take off together in close formation. As soon as we clear the ground, I signal for landing gear up and, when reaching 140 mph, I signal for flaps up. I can still see two planes ahead of me; the others have disappeared into the one-thousand-foot overcast. I watch the two planes ahead enter the overcast, note their heading, then set my climb course a few degrees to the right of theirs so my wingman and I won’t be running into their prop wash while on instruments. The overcast is only 5,000 feet thick and we break out in bright sunlight at 6,000 feet. Most of the other P-51s are in sight now and we begin closing up with the others into the briefed formation.

0830 hours. All forty-eight Mustangs are in formation, with the two spares following the last flight of four. We are now climbing through to 18,000 feet over the North Sea. I switch the fuel selector to the eighty-five-gallon aft fuselage tank to burn it down to forty gallons to ease the tail-heavy condition before switching to the external drop tanks. My wingman, Acorn Blue Two, is about two hundred feet to my left and fifty feet back. His wingman, Acorn Blue Four, is another two hundred feet out and fifty feet in back of Blue Three. This spreadout battle formation allows the pilots to look around for enemy aircraft without the total concentration required in close-formation flying.
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American 1,000-pound bombs ready to be transported to waiting B-17s and delivered to a target in Germany.

0900 hours. We approach the long stream of eastbound bombers. It is so long that we cannot see the lead B-17s nor the tail end of the stream. We are nearing our rendezvous time and point. Acorn Red Two was elected (as are all of the greenest pilots on their first few missions) to leave our formation, slide up to the side of the bombers and slowly rock his wings while never pointing his nose at them so as not to be mistaken for an ME 109. His job is to get close enough to the bombers to read the symbols on the vertical tail surfaces to see if they are the ones we are assigned to escort. When our bombers are found and identified, our squadron leader puts two flights on either side and two or three thousand feet higher than the B-17s. Our other two squadrons do the same things with their box of bombers farther up the line. I have switched the fuel selector to the left external tank. I will try to run each external tank fifteen minutes before switching to the other one to keep them evenly balanced.

0935 hours. We are crossing the border into Germany now, still climbing through 29,000 feet, and all the planes, bombers and fighters alike, are leaving long vapor trails through the sky. These are caused by the moisture in the engine exhaust freezing instantly when it is ejected into the thirty-degree-below-zero outside air. I switch to the right drop tank as my plane is getting slightly right-wing heavy.

1000 hours. Some fighters farther up the stream report sighting some FW 190s, but we don’t see any.

1030 hours. Our bombers are turning onto their final bomb run, heading toward Berlin, and have not yet been under attack by German fighters. As the bombers head in on their bomb run, we back off some distance from them as we see no need for us to share the murderous flak barrage they are getting. The sky around them is black with 88mm flak bursts. I see one B-17 receive a direct hit that explodes his bombs in a massive ball of black smoke and flames. The only recognizable pieces are his four engines falling from the fireball. A minute later, another B-17 slants out of his formation with his left engines and wing on fire. Many B-17s are straggling behind with one or two engines shut down. The weather over Berlin is clear and we can see the flashes of the exploding bombs all over the center of the city. Two more smoke-trailing B-17s leave their formation and head down. I catch a quick glimpse of some of the Fortress crews bailing out, but have no time to count them to see if they all got out.

1135 hours. We move back over our home-bound bombers and escort them to the Holland border. Since we did not have to drop our external tanks early in anticipation of a dogfight, we have enough fuel to do a little strafing on the way home. I exhausted my drop tanks a short time ago and dropped them from 25,000 feet over an unknown German town, hoping they might do some damage. Acorn Blue flight goes down to 5,000 feet, searching for something to strafe. We soon find a freight train puffing along and in a short time it is riddled wreckage, the engine is spurting steam in all directions.

1150 hours. Acorn Blue flight is headed home but we stay at 5,000 feet still looking for more targets of opportunity. I spot three ME 109s cruising along at our altitude on a crossing path some distance ahead of us. We swing in behind them and go to full power in a stern chase. They see us now and they go to full power, evidenced by the thin streams of black smoke coming from their exhaust stacks. We slowly close on them and, when in range, I open fire on the leader. He is carrying a single external tank under his belly and my armor-piercing incendiary bullets set it afire. He drops the flaming tank and dives toward the ground as the other two 109s break in opposite directions. I press on with the leader and, after some more hits, he bellies in at 250 mph in a snow-covered field, sliding to a stop in a grove of trees. As I pass over the wreckage, the pilot is climbing out and waving at me. Acorn Blue Three gets one of the other ME 109s and Acorn Blue Four gets the last one.

[image: image]

A Mustang escort fighter restoration performing in an air show at Duxford, England. In late 1943, Eighth Air Force heavy bomber losses to enemy fighter attacks were proving unsustainable and were crippling the daylight bombing offensive. The arrival in quantity of the P-51 Mustang with the fighter groups of the Eighth enabled the bomber crews to fly their missions with a much greater chance of survival against the savage attacks of the German Air Force.

1220 hours. Our fuel supply forces us homeward and we climb to 15,000 feet to be safe from light ground fire in Nazi-occupied Holland. As we approach the North Sea, we see two B-17s limping along on three engines and escort them across the water.

1300 hours. We are nearing England now and wave good-bye to the two crippled bombers. I take off my oxygen mask and light a cigarette, then I eat my two “inflight lunch” candy bars. This is my first opportunity to take off the oxygen mask on the mission.

1330 hours. Acorn Blue flight is in a tight echelon-right formation a mile out from the runway at 250 mph and thirty feet off the ground. When we come to the runway, we reduce power, fan upward in a tight lefthand climbing turn, then lower the flaps and landing gear. Each pilot fans upward a second later than the man in front of him so that all four planes are evenly spaced for individual landings. None of us has more than fifteen gallons of fuel left, but the weather is clear and we could have landed at any number of closer RAF or U.S. bases had our fuel supply been really tight.

We have to forego our “victory rolls” over the runway, though, due to our low fuel state.

1340 hours. As I taxi into my circular hardstand, my crew chief notices the tape missing from my gun muzzles and leaps up on the wing. He wants to know what I had shot at. He has another swastika painted on the plane before nightfall. A few minutes after I arrive at the hardstand, a GI truck pulls up and we climb in the back with several other pilots and head for mission debriefing. The flight surgeon is standing at the door of the debriefing room, pouring us each a shot of “mission whiskey.” We get this before the debriefing, I suppose, to relax us and make us more talkative. The intelligence officer debriefs each flight (four pilots at a time), and any member can interrupt and add to what others say. We are queried on what we saw, where we saw it, what time we saw it, and where it was headed. We are asked how many bombers we saw go down, enemy aircraft sighted, how many, etc. Three of us have to fill out separate encounter reports on the three ME 109s we have claimed as destroyed. From the debriefing room we walk a short distance to our squadron operations building to check the mission board to see who is scheduled to fly again tomorrow. We also run the previous day’s gun camera film, which is all spliced together on one reel.

1500 hours. GI trucks begin running pilots back to the barracks where most will sack out until suppertime.

1730 hours. Shuttle trucks come by every ten minutes for the next hour to take us to the mess hall. This meal is usually better than the monotonous breakfast. We occasionally have steak or other meat. After the evening meal, many go to the nearby Officers’ Club for a few drinks and merrymaking, but I hop a truck back to the barracks with a sack of steak scraps for Lassie, my Scottie dog who lives in the barracks with me. I have a bottle of scotch in my foot locker and those barracks mates who are here don’t miss too much by not going to the Club.

2130 hours. The dog has been fed and those pilots flying tomorrow put their drinking cups away and think about going to bed.
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Another lovingly restored P-51D Mustang about to touchdown at Duxford airfield after performing in the world-famous Flying Legends annual air show.

2140 hours. The base loudspeaker system announces: “This station is under Red Alert. Seek shelter.” The message is repeated a couple of times. This is the signal for us to load our GI .45 caliber pistols and run outside. Our base is right in line with London, so the V-1 buzz bombs launched from HE 111 aircraft over the North Sea pass over us en route. We stand on top of the bomb shelter, pistols in hand, waiting for a buzz bomb to go over. They are usually only a few hundred feet high and can easily be seen at night by the plume of fire from the ram jet engine. The distinctive noise is also a help in locating them. If one comes over, pistol shots from several bomb shelters can be heard. No one has ever hit one as far as we know. One comes over at about two a.m. but no one gets up to seek shelter or to shoot at it. The rumble gets louder, then the engine quits. It is so close we can hear it whistling as it glides. Too late now to seek shelter. I just pull the covers up over my head and wait. Soon there is a thunderous blast that blows open the barracks doors. It has exploded less than a mile away. We close the barracks doors and everyone tries to get back to sleep. There are only three more hours until wake-up time.

0500 hours. The barracks door bursts open, the CQ flips on the lights and …

THEY WERE THE TOOLS for the job. Like the pilots who flew them, the fighter aircraft of the Second World War represented high performance and deadly intent. Their splendid nicknames—Mustang, Spitfire, Hurricane, Lightning,

Thunderbolt, and Typhoon—implied the great speed, power, and agility of these special warplanes; the state-of-the-art machines designed and built for a brief but efficient life as hunter-killers.

No combat plane is perfect in all respects and knowing an aircraft’s limitations is as fundamental to combat survivability as is knowing its capabilities. The most serious limitation of the P-47 Thunderbolt was its comparatively slow rate of climb. It was, though, a remarkably rugged airplane. Armed with a wing-mounted battery of eight .50 caliber Browning machine guns, it could carry underwing rockets and bombs to add to its firepower and destructive capability for the ground-attack role. It was the biggest single-seat, single-engine Allied fighter of the war, and its shape earned it the additional nickname Jug. With its bulbous front and tapering fuselage, it certainly resembled a milk jug.

If the Thunderbolt didn’t climb very well, it could surely dive. Its pilots attributed this characteristic to what they called the “milk-bottle effect.” Gravity and the massive Pratt & Whitney 2800 Wasp engine driving a huge four-blade propeller made its dive impressive by any standard. Its great size, though, made the first impression on pilots new to the P-47. “Gee,” said one Spitfire veteran as he peered into a Thunderbolt cockpit for the first time, “you could walk around in there!”

The Thunderbolt was more than just big. It was an ace maker. In it many Eighth and Ninth Air Force pilots achieved that status. It was the airplane with which the high-achieving 4th and 56th Fighter Groups first became famous. Once the early engine and radio problems common to the aircraft were overcome, the Thunderbolt became an outstanding fighter—appreciated by its pilots and respected by the Luftwaffe.

In the early 1990s a magnificently restored P-47 was still flown regularly by Stephen Grey of The Fighter Collection, Duxford Airfield, England. “Settle into the cockpit and space plus comfort prevail. Start the 2800 engine and it begins to feel like a ‘class act.’ Taxi to the hold and it feels like a beautifully damped Mack truck. At run-up it purrs rather than barks. Put the hammer down for takeoff and there is no kick in the back or dart for the weeds. It runs straight and true—if sedately.

“Put the wheels in the wings and it turns into a crisp-handling fighter, with beautiful ailerons, outstanding controls, great visibility, and a sensation of pedigree.

“True, it does not climb with the best of them, but stuff the nose toward the greenery and the air-speed indicator will wind to the stop and stay there faster than any other prop fighters that I have flown. Circuit work, landing, and ground handling are docile and beautifully mannered.

“Fortunately, or regrettably, I have not had to fight in the big Jug. However, from a little ‘arm wrestling’ with others behind the hangar I know that the Jug could fight incredibly well, if differently. If I were able to transpose myself back to the forties and had a choice, I feel my survival instincts would tell me to choose the big Jug, but my competitive instincts would tell me only to fight on my terms with a lot of airspace underneath me.


THE AIR WEAPON
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Until the arrival of the P-51 Mustang in the European Theater of Operations, the Republic P-47 Thunderbolt was the dominant Allied escort fighter of the Eighth and Ninth U.S. Army Air Forces.

“The sheer rugged, technical quality of the airplane is its charm, the handling a joy. When I climb out and walk away, I always find myself looking back at the 47 with affection … what a character.”

The Typhoon was the RAF’s Thunderbolt. While not quite as big, it was still very large and could deliver equally heavy punishment. But it never achieved the same degree of success. Only one Typhoon of the 3,317 built survives and this is a non-airworthy example in the RAF Museum at Hendon near London.
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