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BARBAROSSA – OPENING ROUND

By mid May 1941 the Luftwaffe’s nocturnal Blitz on Britain, which had begun in September 1940 and peaked with the devastating raid on London during the night of 10/11 May, was clearly starting to lose momentum. Even so, it still came as a surprise to many in the Kampfgruppen involved in the nightly forays over the British Isles when they were taken off operations for no discernible reason.

II./KG 1’s experiences were typical. This was one of the five Gruppen that had been rushed to western France in late May in an abortive attempt to aid the stricken battleship Bismarck. But with the pride of the Kriegsmarine sent to the bottom of the Atlantic by the pursuing Royal Navy before they could intervene, the Luftwaffe’s bombers were recalled to their bases in the north of France just two days later.

Back at Rosières-en-Santerre, 20 miles to the southeast of Amiens, the crews of II./KG 1 fully expected to resume their night Blitz on Britain. But instead they were taken off operations to undergo a thorough overhaul. III./KG 1, their sole sister Gruppe (I./KG 1 having been redesignated to become III./KG 40 back in March), received an even more unexpected order. They were to return to the homeland, where their Ju 88A-5s were to be converted back to Category ‘A’ configuration. This entailed the removal of the long-range fuel tanks in the fuselage and their replacement by weapons racks. At the same time the machines’ undersides were to be stripped of their matt-black camouflage paint.

Speculation was rife. The unit’s lengthy missions in the night skies over Britain were clearly a thing of the past. But what was to take their place? With their aircraft equipped solely with wing tanks, and now fitted with internal weapons racks accommodating bombs of 50 kg or less, all the signs were that the Gruppe’s future role was to be tactical, presumably in support of the army in the field – but where, and against whom?

Theories abounded. Some of the younger crews were convinced that the cross-Channel invasion was at long last about to be launched, and that they would be employed in covering the Wehrmacht’s advance through England’s southern counties. But the Gruppe’s alte Hasen (experienced veterans) were aghast at the very thought. They were only too well aware that the RAF’s defences were now even stronger than they had been in the summer of 1940. The lack of any form of tropical equipment seemed to rule out the possibility of deployment to North Africa. And as far as the east was concerned, the German-Soviet pact of non-aggression – signed just before the outbreak of war – was still in place and working to the mutual benefit of both nations. In fact, one of the wilder flights of fancy even suggested that Germany and the Soviet Union were about to join forces in a combined drive southwards to the oilfields of Persia!
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9./KG 1’s bomb-laden ‘HT’ taxies out at Amy in the late spring of 1941 for yet another night raid on the English Midlands. That all-concealing coat of black camouflage paint is soon to be removed, however, as the two Gruppen of KG 1 are about to head eastwards to take part in the invasion of the Soviet Union. There, the machine will survive for just 14 weeks, for this is believed to be the ‘V4+HT’ that was lost ‘to unknown causes’ near Leningrad on 28 September 1941

Then, after more than two weeks of rumour and uncertainty, II. and III./KG 1 were transferred up to airfields close to the Baltic coast. In order to disguise the move they did not fly in massed formation, but were sent off in widely spaced Ketten, or vics of three. The following day, 17 June, the two Gruppenkommandeure, Hauptmann Otto Stams and Major Walter Lehwess-Litzmann, opened the sealed green envelopes that were to reveal their units’ final destinations. Both were to move forward into East Prussia, II./KG 1 to Powunden, close to the provincial capital Königsberg, and III./KG 1 some 25 miles further to the northeast to Eichwalde, near the shores of the Kurisches Haff lagoon.

The unpalatable truth began to dawn. The Führer was about to risk a two-front war by launching a surprise attack on the Soviet Union. All doubts were dispelled over the course of the next few days as lorry-load after lorry-load of bombs and ammunition was delivered to the two fields. Finally, on the evening of 21 June, the Staffeln were assembled and Hitler’s call-to-arms was read aloud to them;

‘Soldiers of the eastern front, after months of great anxiety and self-imposed silence the time has now come, my soldiers, when I can speak to you quite openly. There are about 160 Russian divisions massed along our border. For weeks past this border has been subject to constant violation. And not only our border, but also those of Finland to the far north and of Rumania. At this moment, soldiers of the eastern front, a concentration of fighting power is being assembled which, in size and scope, is the largest the world has ever seen. In alliance with Finnish divisions, your comrades are poised on the shores of the Arctic Ocean. You are standing on the eastern front.

‘In Rumania, along the banks of the River Pruth and on the Danube down to the Black Sea coast, German and Rumanian troops are united under Head of State Antonescu. When this greatest fighting front in the history of the world now takes up arms, it does so not only to ensure the successful outcome of the present conflict – or to protect those nations currently under threat – but to save Europe’s entire civilisation and culture. German soldiers! You are thus embarking on a hard struggle fraught with responsibility. For the fate of Europe, the future of the German Reich, the very existence of our Volk, now lie in your hands, and your hands alone!’

The two Gruppen of KG 1 were just one small part of the vast array of military might that the Wehrmacht had gathered along Germany’s eastern border provinces. More than two-thirds of all the Luftwaffe’s operational Kampfgruppen had been redeployed in readiness for the attack. Numbering 32 in total, 18 of them were equipped with Ju 88s.

These 18 Gruppen were divided somewhat unequally between the four Luftflotten (Air Fleets) stretching from the Arctic Ocean to the Black Sea. By far the greatest concentration of Ju 88 bombers along what was to become the main eastern front was on the northern sector, where all nine of Luftflotte 1’s Kampfgruppen were equipped with this type. In addition to the two Gruppen of Oberst Karl Angerstein’s KG 1 ‘Hindenburg’, this Air Fleet also controlled two other Kampfgeschwader – Oberst Dr.Ing. Ernst Bormann’s KG 76 and Oberst Johann Raithel’s KG 77, each of which had a full establishment of three component Gruppen.
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At the start of the hostilities against Russia the only Ju 88 bomber presence on the central sector of the front was provided by two Gruppen of KG 3. Although the full code of this II. Gruppe aircraft is not decipherable in this illustration from a wartime magazine, the white lightning bolt (on a red shield) below the cockpit that gave the Geschwader its name – ‘Blitz’ – is clearly visible

The above eight Gruppen together formed I. Fliegerkorps, the northern sector’s primary bomber force. The ninth Gruppe was the semi-autonomous Kampfgruppe 806 commanded by Major Hans Emig. This was subordinated to the Fliegerführer Ostsee (Air Commander Baltic), which, as its name implies, would be engaged predominantly in maritime operations.

Luftflotte 2 on the central sector of the front had eight Kampfgruppen in all. But of this number only two, I. and II./KG 3 ‘Blitz’, which formed part of II. Fliegerkorps, were flying Ju 88s. Although assigned to the same Air Fleet, the Geschwader’s third Gruppe was still equipped with Do 17s and currently operating within neighbouring VIII. Fliegerkorps.

Along the southern sector the two Fliegerkorps of Luftflotte 4 included no fewer than 12 Kampfgruppen, the largest number of any of the Air Fleets. Five of the 12 were equipped with the Ju 88, and these were all attached to V. Fliegerkorps. They comprised the three Gruppen of Major Hans Bruno Schulz-Heyn’s KG 51 ‘Edelweiss’, together with I. and II./KG 54 ‘Totenkopf’. Like KG 1 to the north, Oberstleutnant Otto Höhne’s KG 54 consisted at this time of only two Gruppen, III./KG 54 having been disbanded back in July 1940.

Finally, in the far north, two of the three Kampfgruppen available to Luftflotte 5 for operations above the Arctic Circle were also flying Ju 88s. In fact, I. and II./KG 30 ‘Adler’ were the longest serving Ju 88 units in the Luftwaffe, having been activated on the then-new Wunderbomber in the opening weeks of the war. A third Gruppe had been established early in 1940 but this unit, III./KG 30, was presently serving alongside the Ju 88s of LG 1 in the Mediterranean (see Osprey Combat Aircraft Nos 17 and 75 respectively).

Despite the magnitude of the undertaking, Operation Barbarossa – the invasion of the Soviet Union – was to begin in exactly the same manner as every other successful Blitzkrieg campaign launched by the Wehrmacht to date, with a series of surprise attacks on the enemy’s airfields. Much has been written in the past on the part played by the Luftwaffe’s fighter and Stuka units in these pre-emptive strikes, but the Kampfgruppen also had a vitally important role to perform.
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For much of the first half of the war against the Soviet Union, bomber operations above the Arctic Circle were almost the sole preserve of KG 30, the famous ‘Adler’, or ‘Eagle’, Geschwader

Some 100+ specially selected crews – including, for example, almost a dozen from the two Ju 88 Gruppen of KG 3, based near Deblin in Poland – would form the spearhead of the assault on Russia. All highly experienced in night flying from their recent operations during the Blitz on Britain, these crews were to take off in the very early hours of 22 June 1941. Split up into small groups of no more than three to five aircraft, their job would be to locate and illuminate the 30+ major Soviet airfields strung along the frontier from the Baltic to the Black Sea.

By 0300 hrs on the opening morning of Barbarossa, these ad hoc pathfinders were nearing their assigned objectives. Soon, showers of incendiaries were raining down on the forward Russian fields, lighting the way for the first waves of the main attacking force, which were following hard on the heels of the small vanguard formations. Once the latter had completed their initial task, each returned to base to rearm and add its weight to the continuing attacks on the Red Air Force that would be kept up until last light. KG 3’s most successful pilot on this first day of hostilities in the east was undoubtedly Leutnant Ernst-Wilhelm Ihrig, the Kapitän of 3. Staffel, who alone claimed the destruction of 60 enemy aircraft on the ground after making half a dozen low-level passes over the airfield at Pinsk, some 100 miles due east of Brest-Litovsk.

While I. and II./KG 3 constituted the sole Ju 88 bomber presence on the central sector, eight of the nine Ju 88 Kampfgruppen controlled by Luftflotte 1 to the north were also employed in strikes against airfields.

KG 1’s objectives were the Red Air Force bases protecting the two main ports on the west coast of Latvia’s Courland Peninsula, with II./KG 1 being despatched against Windau (Ventspils) close to the peninsula’s northern tip, and III./KG 1 targeting the much larger Libau (Liepaja) to the south. Taking off from forward fields in East Prussia at 0215 hrs, the two units reached their respective targets 45 minutes later. In the half-light of the false dawn that was ‘illuminating a thin strip of sky to the north’, the crews of III. Gruppe could make out the long orderly rows of Russian fighters parked wingtip to wingtip around the edges of Libau airfield. They presented a target that was impossible to miss. After releasing its bombs ‘almost as if on exercise’, the Gruppe returned to base, all landing back before sunrise without loss. A second mission against Libau was flown later that morning, and although the Ju 88s encountered both fighters and flak on this occasion, again all crews returned safely.

The six Gruppen of KGs 76 and 77, which were similarly engaged against other Soviet airfields in the Baltic states and in that part of northeastern Poland that had been occupied by the Russians in September 1939, apparently fared less well. They reported several inexplicable losses that were at first attributed to the over-zealousness of their own troops – what today would be termed ‘friendly fire incidents’.

Luftflotte 1’s ninth Ju 88 bomber Gruppe was Major Emig’s Kampfgruppe 806. As befitted its past history (it had originally been activated as a coastal unit back in November 1939) and its current subordination to the Fliegerführer Ostsee, KGr 806 did not participate in the raids on the Red Air Force’s forward fields, but was employed instead in a maritime role. Undertaking possibly the longest mission flown by any unit on the opening day of Barbarossa, Emig’s crews made the 1000-mile round trip from East Prussia to the Soviet Baltic Fleet’s main naval base at Kronstadt, off Leningrad, where they laid 27 aerial mines. The end result hardly justified the effort and the losses involved (at least one source refers to six aircraft failing to return), for the only known victim of the minefield was the 499-ton Estonian steamer Ruhno, which went
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