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CHAPTER ONE

BATTLE IS JOINED

First flown in prototype form on 21 December 1936, Junkers’ twin-engined Ju 88 was subsequently to evolve into what was arguably the most versatile machine to serve with the Luftwaffe in World War 2. And nowhere was that versatility more graphically demonstrated than in the Mediterranean theatre, where the Ju 88 – initially designed and classified as a Schnellbomber, or high-speed bomber – operated as a dive-bomber, medium-altitude level bomber, torpedo-bomber, heavy fighter, nightfighter, reconnaissance aircraft, convoy escort and maritime patrol fighter, courier aircraft and emergency transport.

The Luftwaffe’s involvement in the air war in the Mediterranean came about as a direct result of Italy’s declaring war on France and Great Britain on 10 June 1940. With the Blitzkrieg in the west by then at its height and France already on the point of collapse, the Italian Duce, Benito Mussolini, saw this as a golden opportunity to share in the spoils of victory with German co-dictator Adolf Hitler. Instead, Italian forces soon found themselves in dire trouble. At sea, the Royal Navy engaged Italian vessels, inflicting a succession of defeats and giving the lie to Mussolini’s proud boast that the Mediterranean was mare nostrum – ‘our sea’. In North Africa, the Italian army invaded Egypt, only to be driven back halfway across Libya and all but destroyed by British and Commonwealth troops.

Unable to ignore the growing instability on his southern flank, Hitler ordered that Luftwaffe units be sent to the area to restore the situation. The command selected to make the transfer was General der Flieger Hans Geisler’s X. Fliegerkorps, then stationed in Norway. And to provide the Korps with the necessary striking power, two Gruppen each of Ju 87s and Ju 88s were added to its order of battle. For the Stukas, the move south would give them the chance to regain something of the fearsome reputation they had lost after being trounced by the RAF in the Battle of Britain. The Ju 88 had no need to prove anything. By late 1940 it had already firmly established itself as the best bomber in the Luftwaffe’s armoury.

[image: images]

The two most famous Luftwaffe units, one fighter and one bomber, that dominated much of the air war in North Africa and the Mediterranean were JG 26 and LG 1. Here, a representative from each Geschwader – a Bf 109F-4/trop of 6./JG 27 and a Ju 88A-4 of 12./LG 1 – stand cheek by jowl at Martuba, in Libya, during the spring of 1942

The two Ju 88 Gruppen involved in the initial transfer both came from the same parent Geschwader, Lehrgeschwader 1. One of only two such units established by the Luftwaffe (a third had been planned but never reached full strength), the Lehrgeschwader were unique in that they were created as operational training and evaluation wings, with each of their component Gruppen being equipped with a different type of aircraft. Lehrgeschwader 1, for example, which was first activated in 1936, ultimately comprised five Gruppen – two flying bombers, one flying fighters, another operating Zerstörer and the fifth equipped with dive-bombers. It was the task of these disparate Gruppen to develop and refine the combat tactics to be used by the many new aircraft entering Luftwaffe service in the run-up to World War 2.
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One of LG 1’s early arrivals in the Mediterranean theatre runs up its engines prior to take-off. A single heavy bomb is just visible beneath each wing centre-section. Note too the small fairing immediately behind the nose glazing (beneath the windscreen gun), indicating that this is a Ju 88A-6, which had presumably been fitted with a balloon-cable fender and cutter during the recent night Blitz over Britain

With the outbreak of hostilities in September 1939 their work was effectively done. By the time of the Battle of Britain, three of LG 1’s Gruppen had therefore been re-equipped with Ju 88s, and this part of the unit was, to all intents and purposes, operating as a standard Kampfgeschwader (the two remaining Gruppen would later be redesignated and incorporated into the nightfighter and dive-bomber arms). And it was in late 1940, just as the night Blitz on Britain was intensifying, that II. and III./LG 1 were suddenly withdrawn from Luftflotte 3 in western France and ordered to the Mediterranean. Departing their bases at Orléans-Bricy and Châteaudun, respectively, they were to stage, via Lechfeld, in Germany, down the length of Italy to Catania, on the island of Sicily.

Although they did not know it at the time, their sojourn in the south was to be a lengthy one. In fact, LG 1 would not return to Luftflotte 3 in northwest Europe until recalled to combat the Allied invasion of Normandy in June 1944. In the intervening three-a-half years, LG 1 forged for itself a name as the Mediterranean Kampfgeschwader. It became that theatre’s bomber equivalent of the famed Jagdgeschwader 27 ‘Afrika’. And just as JG 27 had its Hans-Joachim Marseille, so too did LG 1 produce one outstanding personality.

Staffelkapitän of 4./LG 1 at the time of the transfer to Sicily, and already a holder of the Knight’s Cross in recognition of his operations over Poland, Norway, France and Great Britain, Hauptmann Joachim ‘Jochen’ Helbig would subsequently become Geschwaderkommodore of LG 1. He was also one of the few Luftwaffe bomber pilots whose name would be familiar to both friend and foe alike. Before it finally left the Mediterranean in mid-1944, the unit he commanded, while still officially Lehrgeschwader 1, was being more commonly referred to by both sides as the ‘Helbig Flyers’.
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Hauptmann Joachim Helbig (right) and his crew pictured in the cockpit of their trusty ‘AM’. This photograph was taken sometime after 30 August 1941, when Oberfeldwebel Franz Schlund – seen at the rear – became the Luftwaffe’s first wireless-operator/air gunner to be awarded the Knight’s Cross

The British were fully aware of X. Fliegerkorps’ initial migration southwards, the RAF’s wireless interception service reporting the first four Ju 88s of LG 1 as having arrived at Catania, on the eastern coast of Sicily, by the evening of 26 December 1940. The Luftwaffe’s movements continued to be closely monitored in the weeks that followed, and by mid-January 1941, signals intelligence had not only established that 49 Ju 88s of Stab, II. and III./LG 1 were concentrated at Catania, they had even pinpointed a number of stragglers, beset by mechanical problems, strung out on fields down the leg of Italy, including one at Reggio nell’ Emilia, two at Pisa, and another at Naples.

[image: images]

Sitting in the midday sun at Catania, 5./LG 1’s ‘DN’ is checked over prior to departing on its next mission. Although the white aft fuselage band of the Mediterranean area is clearly in evidence, there is no corresponding white tip outboard of that small underwing individual aircraft letter ‘D’. There is every likelihood that this is the ‘L1+DN’ that was lost in action on 21 March 1941 attacking Allied convoy AN-21, carrying Commonwealth troops from Alexandria to Greece

General der Flieger Geisler set up his Korps HQ in the Hotel Domenico at Taormina, a holiday resort some 30 miles up the coast from Catania.

Given its relatively limited numbers, the list of operational tasks that X. Fliegerkorps was expected to carry out was daunting, to say the least. Firstly, it was to close the central Mediterranean (i.e. the Sicilian Narrows) to the passage of Allied convoys between Gibraltar and Alexandria, thereby starving the island of Malta of essential supplies. Secondly, it was to disrupt the lines of supply of Gen Wavell’s Desert Army by mining the Suez Canal (a job for the Korps’ He 111s). Thirdly, it was to support Italian land forces in Libya in order to halt the further advance of British and Commonwealth troops, and thus retain hold of Tripoli, the intended port of disembarkation for Rommel’s Afrika Korps. And fourthly, it was to secure the Axis convoy routes transporting supplies across the Mediterranean from Italy to North Africa.

INTO ACTION

Lehrgeschwader 1’s operational debut in the Mediterranean was low-key and far from successful. On the afternoon of 10 January three Ju 88s were sent out against the Royal Navy carrier HMS Illustrious, which was limping towards Malta after being severely damaged by Ju 87s. But the trio was intercepted and driven off by Hurricanes, which forced them to jettison their bombs and turn tail for home. A second raid by several more III. Gruppe machines shortly afterwards proved equally fruitless.

Worse was to come. Two days later III./LG 1 were on the receiving end. After first taking the precaution of despatching a reconnaissance machine to overfly Catania – which was meant to persuade the Germans that their presence on the field had been detected from the air, and thus disguise the fact that their approach and arrival had, in reality, been closely monitored by radio intercepts – the RAF mounted a night raid by Malta-based Wellingtons. Five Axis aircraft were destroyed on the ground, including two of III. Gruppe’s Ju 88s.

It was 15 January before the bulk of II./LG 1 reached Catania. That same evening 16 of their number took off again to attack Illustrious, which had by now reached the dubious safety of Malta’s Grand Harbour. The Ju 88s bombed through cloud and registered no hits. At the same time the Wellingtons were back over Catania, where they destroyed four aircraft and inflicted the first casualties to be suffered by LG 1 in-theatre. One of the two killed was Leutnant Horst Nagel, a 6. Staffel pilot whose Ju 88 had been declared unserviceable and who was on temporary duty in the ops room. The Geschwader also reported eight wounded.
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The Royal Navy carrier HMS Illustrious is hidden by fountains of water thrown up by near misses (right) close to its berth at the entrance to French Creek in Malta’s Grand Harbour

The following day witnessed X. Fliegerkorps’ first major raid on Malta. The target was again Illustrious, and among the attacking force were 17 Ju 88s from II. and III./LG 1. Due to poor weather conditions, the Bf 110 escorts failed to make the rendezvous so the Ju 88s pressed on alone. Two of their bombs exploded in the water between the carrier’s hull and the harbour wall at the entrance to French Creek against which it was moored, causing the vessel further damage.

A number of claims were made by the island’s defending fighters and anti-aircraft gunners, but only one Ju 88 was in fact lost. This was 9. Staffel’s ‘L1+CT’, which was engaged by a Fleet Air Arm Fulmar and went down into the sea, taking Oberleutnant Kurt Pichler and his crew with it. Three others crash-landed back at Catania due to combat damage, and a fourth, piloted by Oberleutnant Theodor Hagen, just reached Sicily before making an emergency landing on the beach of Pozzallo. In addition, the Geschwader was to lose two more Ju 88s before the day was out, written off on the ground when an Italian aircraft collided with them.

Forty-eight hours later, III. Gruppe reported another crew missing when Leutnant Horst Dunkel was forced to ditch ‘L1+ER’ after being attacked by Hurricanes during a raid on Malta’s Hal Far airfield.

The next day, 19 January, the Geschwader turned its attention back to Illustrious. Although the island’s defences claimed eight of the 30 attacking Junkers destroyed, only two machines – both from 8. Staffel, one being that of the Staffelkapitän, Hauptmann Wilhelm Dürbeck – failed to return. Dürbeck’s ‘L1+AS’ is listed by one source as having fallen victim to a Hurricane, but Feldwebel Herbert Isachsen, the pilot of the aircraft following him down in the dive on the carrier, described after his return to Catania how he saw the Staffelkapitän’s machine hit by flak and break apart in the air. A third Ju 88 chased out to sea with an engine on fire by a Hurricane was almost certainly the aircraft of III. Gruppe’s Stabskette that was destroyed when it too forced-landed near Pozallo.

This stretch along the southeastern coast of Sicily, the nearest piece of friendly territory for any badly damaged machine struggling to make it back from Malta, was soon to acquire a reputation as something of an aircraft graveyard!
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It was not only in the skies over Malta that LG 1’s machines were at risk. Here at Catania, one of the unit’s Ju 88A-5s has been rammed by an Italian Savoia-Marchetti SM.79 bomber. The caption to the original print – on which Mount Etna may just be seen in the left background – reads simply ‘A difference of opinion!’

Bad weather over Sicily on 20 January kept the resident Luftwaffe units’ activities to a minimum during the day, but did not prevent Malta’s Wellingtons from again bombing Catania after darkness had fallen. The next evening, therefore, the Ju 88s made the short hop across the Straits of Messina to Reggio di Calabria, on the toe of the Italian mainland, in order to escape further attack. These overnight deployments to Reggio would become a regular feature in the weeks ahead.
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Here, the pilot of Ju 88A-5 ‘White N’ (from either 4. or 7./LG 1) has managed to pull off a successful belly landing back on Sicily after being attacked by RAF fighters over Malta – note the chewed-up fin and rudder . . .

By 23 January Illustrious had been sufficiently patched up to allow it to slip undetected out of Malta. When a reconnaissance machine reported the vessel’s absence, III./LG 1 despatched 11 Junkers to find it. Heavy cloud and frequent rain squalls out to sea hampered their efforts. Eight aircraft returned to Catania after an hour’s fruitless search, having experienced strong interference with their radio and navigational equipment
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