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This article about a 24-year-old fighter pilot, Robert K. Allen, of La Crosse, was just one episode in a 

years-long battle for air superiority in World War II.  

Ever since airplanes have been used in warfare, achieving air superiority has been an important strategic 

objective. Being able to attack the other side's troops, emplacements, transportation, communications, 

and manufacturing from the air without major interference is a distinct advantage.  



Early in the European Theater, the bombing offensive against Germany was a key component of the 

overall strategy to degrade the German military and its industrial support. Air commanders believed that 

bombers striking both in the day and night could shorten the war.  

The early Allied fighter planes, including the American P-38 Lightning and P-47 Thunderbolt,1 were fine 

aircraft, but they lacked the range to escort bombers all the way to targets in Germany. As soon as they 

had to turn back, German aircraft, operating from airfields in occupied countries and Germany, pounced 

on the bomber formations.  

The belief that bombers armed with multiple machineguns flying in formation could power their way 

through opposition without fighter escort proved to be fatal for many aircrews. German aircraft made 

the bombers run a gauntlet of attacks to and from their targets. They would attack at the edges of the 

formation and also speed through the middle of it trying to break it up. On the flight back to England, 

German fighters were like a pack of wolves picking off stragglers and damaged bombers. German 

fighters, along with anti-aircraft fire from the ground, caused heavy and sometimes staggering losses.  

The North American P-51 Mustang fighter plane helped turn the tide of the air war with its speed, range, 

and maneuverability. Early versions became operational in December 1943. In later versions with an 

upgraded engine, the top speed of the Mustang was 440 miles per hour. With detachable auxiliary fuel 

tanks, it had a range of 950 miles.  In early 1944, P-51D Mustangs were escorting bombing raids all the 

way to Berlin and back.2 Mustangs were also used to attack troops, facilities, and transportation on the 

ground.  

Late in 1944, the Germans started flying the first operational jet fighter, the ME-262, which was then the 

fastest aircraft in the world.3  This could have shifted the balance back to the Germans, but their jets 

were too few and too late. 

The P-51 Mustang was also used in the Pacific Theater as an escort for B-29 bombing raids against Japan. 

Fighter planes were the sports cars of the air forces, and the Mustang was the Corvette. Robert Allen 

was just one of several men from La Crosse County who were P-51 Mustang pilots during World War II. 

Lt. Frank B. Davy of La Crosse was shot down while on a mission in a P-51 and became a prisoner of war 

in early January 1945.4 Lt. Robert E. Carr of La Crosse shot down a German plane in his very first mission 

with a P-51 Mustang.5 

Robert Allen had enlisted in the Army Air Corps6 in 1942. Based in England, he flew 61 combat missions 

and was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.7 

After the war, he earned a degree in engineering from the University of Wisconsin and worked for 

General Electric for 33 years. He and his wife, Joan, had 10 children. Robert K. Allen, the young La Crosse 

welder who helped the Allies win air superiority in the war with Germany, died in 2002 at the age of 81.8 
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For more information on the P-51 Mustang, see: 
 https://flyingheritage.org/Explore/The-Collection/United-States/North-American-P-51D-Mustang.aspx 
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/visit/museum-campus/us-freedom-pavilion/warbirds/north-american-p-
51-mustang 
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2218&context=gradschool_theses 
https://airandspace.si.edu/collection-objects/north-american-p-51d-30-na-mustang 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1985-06-09-me-9935-story.html 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/1019543.pdf 
https://www.airforcemag.com/article/targeting-the-luftwaffe/ 
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