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COMBAT NARRATIVE AND OPERATIONAL DATA TO SUPPORT PROPOSED PRESIDENTIAL CITATION
— _ FOR 20TH_FIGHTER GROUP_ _

...-The 20th Fighter Group became operational on the 28th of December 1943 and
was one of the pioneer P-38 and long range escort fighter groups in the Buropean
Theater of Operations. ‘It has participated in many gallant and successful opera-
tions against the enemy, often against heavy odds and in the face of persistent
loss of aircraft and pilots because of mechanical difficulties encountered at high
altitude and in intense cold. Perhaps the action most representative of the
Group's fighting spirit, its skill in combat, and its relentless pursuit of:the
enemy is that narrated below, on which this recommendation is based.

On the afterncon 8 April 1944, the 20th Fighter Group, then flying P-38
Lightnings, carried out a devastating attack against the enemy, unicue in the
history of the Eight Air Force Fighters, On the morning of that day the heavy
bombers of the Eight Air Force with full fighter escort had been dispatched to

- attack important targets in Western and Central Germany. The 20th was to form

part of the escort, but weather conditions at base prevented take off that mor-
ning, so the Group's assigment was tupned over to the 55th Group.

Impatient for a chance to lead his pilots against the enemy that day, Col-
onel Harold J. Rau, the Group Commander, obtained permission from Eight Fighter
Command to carry out a low level attack against eneny airdromes and ground instal-
lations in a large area in Central Germany lying between Hanover and Salzwedel,

80 miles west of Berlin, The Group was to make the attack deep in enemy territory

‘on its own, unsupported by any other friendly units. The only other Allied air-

craft operating that afternoon were those of the 78th Group, assigned to attack
targets in the Koblenz area, 200 miles to the southwest.

The Group took off from its base in England at 1402, arrived at Salzwedel
at 1554 at 7,000 ft. and the squadrons separated as planned. One squadron, led
by Colonel Rau, immediately attacked the airfield just north of Salzwedel, another
squadron hit an airfield southeast of the town, about 15 miles away. Four or more
passes were made at these airdromes, the ground fire becoming more dntense with
each pass. One of our aircraft was destroyed and 3 more damaged, but the results
of a relentless attack were justified. 20 German aircraft were destroyed and 23

more were damaged. Just prior to the attack a HE 177 and an unidentified twin

engined aircraft were surprised while making an approach to the fields and beth
were destroyed.

Visibility was very poor throughout the attack, low clouds covering the entire
area, and a heavy haze lay on the ground. After the two squadrons strafed the
airdromes, the Group leader deployed them on a broad front and the assigned area
was swept to the westward on withdrawal. The third squadron had in the meantime

" let down through overcast to the deck in the vicinity of Ulzen and strafed targets

in that area. Attacks on ground objectives were pressed home at every opportunity
and often with spectacular results,

A large barracks area discovered 10 miles east of Salzwddel was effectively
strafed, numerous barracks and administration buildingss being damaged, some
fired by incendiary bullets, A column of 300 German soldiers on parade in the
barracks scuare was surprised and an estimated 100 wepe killed and many more
wounded.
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An oil tank train of 20 cars was caught and left burning from end to end.’
Three different oil storage dumps of 10 to 12 tanks each and two derricks near-
by were set ablaze and believed completely destroyed.

In the vicinity of Celle 7 ME 109s and FW 190s attempted to intercept the
Group. They were quickly engaged and in the ensuing combat 5 were destroyed, one
by mid-air collision with one of our aircraft.

The interception by the Hun having failed, the Group continued on the deck
and successfully sought out transportation targets on the Berlin-Bremen and
Hamburg-Hanover railroad lines, destroying 11 locomotives and damaging 7, de-
stroying and damaging many freight and tank cars, destroying 2 railroad switeh
towers and a bridge. Four high tension towers, 2 hangars, a power house and
transformer, 6 factory buildings, 1 railway station, 1 bridge, 1 barge, and 16
flak towers and gun positions were also damaged. The attack was not given up
until many pilots had fired all their ammunition and a shortage of fuél neces-
sitated withdrawal.

Of the 42 planes that participated in the operation and returned to base,
40 fired their guns on enemy aircraft and ground installations, expending a
total of 21,475 rounds of 50 caliber machine gun ammunition and 3,580 rounds of
20 mm cannon ammunition, This tremendous firepower accounted for the many ground
targets in addition to the 27 enemy planes destroyed and 23 damaged. The Group
lost 4 aircraft: 1 to flak, 1 to enemy aircraft, 1 in a mid-air collision with
enemy aircraft, and 1 to unknown causes. 3 more sustained battle damage.

Other actions in which the 20th Group has distinguished itself include
the following:

The destruction of 16 and the damaging of 9 enemy aircraft in the air,
without less, on 9 August 19LL.

The destruction of 30 and the damaging of 21 enemy aircraft on the
ground and in the water at Parow Airdrona and Seaplane Anchorage on Kubitzer
Bay on 25 August 1944.

The destruction of 39 and damaging of 14 enemy aircraft on several
airdromes and seaplane anchorages between Stettin and Lubeck on the Baltic Sea
coast on 6 October 1944,

The destruction of 28, probable destruction of 1 and the damaging of 5

enemy aircraft, all in the air, in the vicinity of Merseburg on 2 November 19ii,
for the loss of 3 aircraft, only one of which was possibly due to enemy action.

In evaluating the combat efficiency of the 20th Group the following should
be borne in mind:

1. The 20th was the most successful P-38 Group in the Emth Fighter
Command. (Group was equipped with P-51s on 24 July 1944.)

2. Though statistics are not available, it is believed that on the
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destruction of enemy transportation, accounting for 225 locomotives destroyed, 41
in a single day. Almost 100 ammunition cars, 50 oil tank cars, 200 freight cars
and 200 motor vehicles (including armored vehicles) were destroyed. 90 locomo-
tives, 800 freight cars and 170 motor vehicles were among tragets damaged, This
rate of destruction was maintained with the P-51 and at the end of September the
Group claimed 316 locomotives destroyed.

3, Though the Group's primary role was the escort of heavy bombers, it en-
gaged in many bombing and strafing operations against enemy ground installations,
particularly in the wecks preceding the Normandy invasion, and immediately after-
wards, The destruction wrought upon objectives of immediate tactical importance
to the enemy's ground forces was enormous, In the month of June alcne, 18 bomb-
ing attacks were carried out against vital rail and road bridges behind the Ger-

. ' man lines in France, The Group dive-bombed, skip-bombed, glide-bombed, and high-
. level-bombed, sometimes carrying as much as 2 %{ 1000.1b, bombs per airplane, The
20th was the first group to experiment with high-level precision bombing by fighter
planes, Nine so-called "Droopsnoot" missions were flown against German airdromes, -
ol aircraft repair plants and bridges.

4. In its first month of operations with P-51s (August) the 20th destroyed
67 enemy atrcraft, to place third in the command, In the month of September the
Group was in Russia and Italy during the period when the Luftwaffe was puttigg
up opposition to our Air Forces over Germany. Throughout Uctober, however, the
Group was on the scene, and led 8th Air Force Fighter Groups in the destruction of
enemy aircraft,

5., Able, effective leadership and a gallant, agzressive fighting spirit among
combat pilots is,of course, in largest measure responsible for the successes of the
20th Fighter Group. But the contribution made by the Ground organization hehind
them must not be overlooked. In the maintenance of aircraft ofi a fully operational
status the 20th consistently led the other P-38 Groups in the 8th Air Force, The

- difficulties encountered in the operation of P-38's in this theater during the
o winter months were extremely severe, and it was only through the eseptional ingenuity,
skill and devotion of engineering, and maintenance personnel that these difficulties
. were overcome and the aircraft made serviceable at the high altitudes and in the
extremem cold that it was required to operate, The fact that in January of this

it was not uncommon for one third of one half the number of pP-38's airborne
in this theater to be forced to abort on account of mechanical failures is
concincing evidence of this fact.

In its first month of operations with P-51's the 20th Group ledrall
fighter groups in the 8th Air Force in the percentage of available aircralt
maintained fully operational, and in subsequent months its standing in this regard
has been fer above the average for the Command and within a fractio of 1 percent



