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US ground forces opposing it were
immediately overrun and pushed
back, creating a huge protuberance
(“Bulge") into the Allied lines. The
American armies in that area quickly
reorganized, however, and their now
reinforced units halted the German
advance and then gradually pushed it
back to where it had begun.

Greatly aiding those Allied
ground forces were the Republic P-47
Thunderbolt fighter-bomber groups
of the US 9th Air Force (AF), which
provided the majority of the air-to-
ground support that helped make their
victory possible, One of those P-47 units
was the 354th Fighter Group (FG),
whose nickname was, ironically, “The
Pioneer Mustang Group.” The 354th
had. in fact, previously flown North
American P-51s for more than a year.
Although part of the tactical 9th AF in
England, during its first few months in
combat it exclusively flew long-range
escort missions in support of the 8th
AF's four-engine bombers. It was the
first unit to fly the Merlin-engine P-51B
operationally, in December 1943, and
subsequently helped prove it to be World
War II's premier long-range bomber
escort fighter — running up a large score
of Luftwaffe ighters in the process.

In April 1944, the 354th FG began
flving some low-level tactical missions
to France in preparation for the Allied
invasion of that German-occupied
country that was scheduled for early
June. Following its move to an advanced
landing ground in France a week after
the D-Day landings in Normandy, the
group’s missions were mostly tactical
in nature. In August, it supported Gen.
George Patton’s Third US Army (TUSA)
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