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ALBATROS D.I–D.II

INTRODUCTION

When the Albatros D.I and D.II arrived in France during the late summer of 1916, only 13 years had elapsed since Ohio aviator Orville Wright flew his and his brother Wilbur’s 12hp Wright Flyer on its 12-second, 120-foot inaugural flight. Powered aviation is now over a century old and the rate of development has slowed during its history. Technology and innovation progress inexorably, of course, but a Cessna 172 in 2013 is little different than one from 2000 – and, to a large degree, little different than one from 1970. Many of us have lived entire lives with seemingly omnipotent aeroplane types: the B-52 Stratofortress, A-10 Thunderbolt, F-15 Eagle, F-16 Fighting Falcon, Harrier, Boeing 747. Each has been in service over 30 years; the B-52 over 50 years. Little wonder that such longevity has caused many to overlook how new aviation really was in World War I, and yet how far it had progressed beyond the Wright Flyer.

Similarly, the progression of the Albatros D-series itself is noteworthy. The first D.Is at the Western Front in September 1916 were already accompanied by a D.II prototype. The D.II production machines that arrived in October were just two months ahead of the D.III, which entered service with a radically redesigned airfoil configuration developed via a prototype that had been designed and assembled prior to the arrival of the D.I! Four months hence, in April 1917, a licence-built variant of the D.III was ordered into production, along with the new Albatros D.V (the D.IV was a platform for geared engine tests and never produced as a front-line fighter), which featured a redesigned fuselage cross-section and rerouted aileron control cables from the lower to the upper wings. The first D.Vs reached the Front in May 1917, only three months before the first production order was placed for the last series of Albatros fighters, the D.Va. Meanwhile, licence-built Austro-Hungarian D.IIs entered service in May 1917, shortly followed in June by the Austro-Hungarian D.III, which was eventually redesigned with a rounded nose that eliminated the need for a spinner. Therefore, within its first year the Albatros D featured these six different models (11 when including all the licence-built variants) that employed four major redesigns and had a total operational lifespan of 25 months – a design, production, and service rapidity that is unheard of today. Even so, 25 months was roughly half of World War I, an impressive service life for an aeroplane involved in that conflict.
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These Jasta 6 machines illustrate the three major redesigns of the pre-sesquiplane Albatros Ds. (R-L): D.I with inverted ‘V’ centre section struts; D.II with lowered upper wing and ‘N’ centre section struts; and a D.II with an engine radiator in the upper wing.

Although little more than a decade removed from the era when aeroplanes resembled a jumbled assembly of fabric-covered ladders, the Albatros D.I design was already sleek and aware of aerodynamic efficiency, exemplified by a smooth fuselage, streamlined struts to reduce parasitic drag, and wing root fairings to reduce interference drag. Aside from landing and flying wires needed to help support the wings, most of the machine’s aerodynamic detriments were actually cooling attributes: the machine guns, exposed engine-cylinder water jackets, and fuselage-mounted Windhoff radiators all employed the cooling effects of the passing airstream. The machines enjoyed excellent overall construction qualities, and, although their successors would be hampered by serious structural weakness when redesigned into a sesquiplane, when the D.I and D.II arrived in France they were the cream of any nation’s fighter crop. Well built, sleek, rugged, fast, heavily armed, and easy to fly, in the latter months of 1916 the skies of France were theirs for the taking.

Regarding the impact of Albatros’s new fighters, Royal Flying Corps pilot 2Lt Edmund Llewelyn Lewis, flying DH.2s with 32 Sqn, wrote:

It rather feeds you up to see all this newspaper talk about our supremacy in the air. We certainly had it last June, July and August, but we haven’t got it now. The Huns [slang for Germans, and also German aeroplanes] still keep to their side of the line while we venture over their lines, but if they wished they could sit over our aerodrome (with their fast machines) and we could do nothing against them. What I mean is that a DH [2] is no longer attacking, but is fighting for its life against these fast Huns, and that at present we have only about half-a-dozen machines to cope with them. But I suppose war in the air will always be like that. First one side has the best machines and then the other, and the side which shows most guts all through will be the winners. During this war, first we had the lead with the BEs and Vickers, then the Germans got it with the Fokkers. After that we got it with the DHs, and now the Huns are a bit superior with their fast scouts [Albatros D.I and D.II].


DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

After France and England stopped Germany’s invasion of France before it reached Paris, both sides built elaborate systems of defensive trenches that spanned from the North Sea to the border of neutral Switzerland. Offensive mobility gave way to the static trench warfare of ‘No Man’s Land’ and, by 1915, the war that was expected to be over by Christmas was deadlocked with no end in sight. By the end of 1915, 1,292,000 French, 612,000 German, and 279,000 British soldiers had been killed or wounded (these figures are approximate; casualty figures vary) in ground campaigns that resulted in little to no territorial advancement.

During this series of campaigns, aeroplanes played an important yet initially less lethal role, conducting the reconnaissance crucial for armies to formulate strategy. While tethered observation balloons had performed this service along both sides of the Front, aerial observation via mobile photo-reconnaissance aeroplanes saw an increasing role that proved valuable by providing real-time views of enemy forces that would have been unattainable otherwise. Initially these observation aeroplanes – two-seater machines with a pilot and dedicated observer – flew about unmolested save for anti-aircraft fire, but increasing encounters with their enemy counterparts inspired crews to take aloft rifles to exchange potshots. The value of attaining an aerial reconnaissance advantage over one’s enemy while denying him the same was so clear that eventually both sides sought the use of quick, single-seat ‘scouts’ – originally developed to use speed to dash across the lines, conduct a visual tactical observation, and then race back to report the findings – for two-seater reconnaissance aeroplane interdiction and destruction.
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Key



1.    Wing trailing edge wire

2.    Formers

3.    Longeron

4.    Control cables

5.    False rib to prevent fabric sag

6.    Wing ribs

7.    Compression bars

8.    Aft spar

9.    Forward spar

10.  Control column/triggers/throttle

11.  Ammunition storage and belt collection bins

12.  Windhoff radiator

13.  Fuel tanks

14.  Magneto

15.  Engine mount

16.  Carburetor

17.  Intake manifolds

18.  Radiator expansion tank

19.  Exhaust manifold

20.  Aileron control cables

21.  Internal cable bracing

22.  Maxim machine guns

23.  Engine compression handle

24.  Spark retardant lever

Initially these single-seaters were hamstrung by the problem of synchronizing a forward-firing machine gun to shoot through a spinning propeller arc: it could not be done. French and German efforts to synchronize machine-gun fire had begun in 1910, although they involved little to no military support and were hampered by hang fires that disrupted the required steady gunfire cadence. By 1914 the French aeroplane manufacturer Morane-Saulnier had developed a synchronizer gear, but ground gunnery tests revealed hang fires, and the irregular firing rate of the open-bolt light machine guns being used still caused some bullets to strike the propeller. While sorting out these teething troubles, Raymond Saulnier devised a back-up solution of installing steel wedges to the propeller that deflected the bullets that would otherwise have shattered the wooden blades. These wedges underwent several successful tests until apparently one detached in flight, causing a significant imbalance that required a dead-stick forced landing. Further tests were delayed to repair the aeroplane and redesign the propeller to mount the deflector wedges better, but in early 1915 French pilot Sgt Roland Garros, who as a civilian had conducted some of the pre-war test flights in 1914, proposed trying the device again in action – and with his aeroplane so equipped shot down three German machines in two weeks. Unfortunately, on 18 April, engine failure (which some believe was caused by ground fire) led to Garros’ forced landing and the capture of the device, which was delivered to Doberitz for evaluation by Idflieg (Inspektion der Fliegertruppen, or Inspectorate of Flying Troops) with the expectation of improving it for use on German machines.

One man contacted for this was Dutchman Anthony Fokker. Born on 6 April 1890 in Bliter, Java (modern Indonesia), Fokker’s affluent family lived on their Java coffee plantation until returning to the Netherlands in 1894 to begin their children’s formal education. Anthony proved to be a lacklustre student, yet developed an interest and aptitude for independently studied mechanical subjects, such as woodworking, electricity, and steam-engine construction. Fokker left school in 1908 and, after a brief military stint, formed a partnership with Oblt von Daum, an ex-military officer, to build aeroplanes. In 1911 he used one to teach himself how to fly and soon acquired a reputation as an ‘amazingly sure’ pilot. After various aeroplane builds and trials funded by his father, Fokker received his first aeroplane order from the German army, which led to further orders and the establishment of his own company along Ostorfer Lake in Schwerin-Gorries, Mecklenburg.

In 1913 Fokker acquired a Morane-Saulnier Type H, a machine that formed the basis for his future designs and created the lineage of famous monoplanes, the Fokker E-types. When war began the following year, Fokker enjoyed increased German military production orders but he did not yet possess adequate facilities to fulfil them. Upon realizing this, Idflieg advised him to expand his facilities, abandon his work on new types, and concentrate on production rather than innovation. After all, the war was expected to be over by Christmas. Innovation was for the future; Germany needed arms now.
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A Morane-Saulnier Type N with propeller-mounted bullet deflector wedges. Although many believe these wedges to have been simple triangular blocks of steel from which bullets ricocheted, in actuality they featured furrowed channels designed purposely to direct a bullet away from the blades.

However, when Garros’ machine fell into German hands, the timing was perfect for Fokker. For months his company had been experimenting with a means by which a fixed machine gun could be fired through a propeller arc via an interrupter gear (believed to have been based on a 1913 patent held by Franz Schneider, a Swiss with the German firm Luftverkehrsgesellschaft [LVG]), which prevented the weapon from firing whenever a propeller blade passed before the muzzle. This was the best solution to enable forward firing gunnery for tractor-powered aeroplanes, but came at a price: interrupter linkages were sensitive to temperature changes and wear, required vigilant preventative and/or reparative maintenance, and synchronization negatively affected the rate of fire because of variable propeller rpms. For example, Fokker’s system allowed the gun to fire once for each propeller revolution. A rate of fire set at 500 rounds per minute would be supported up to propeller speeds of 500rpm. When the propeller exceeded 500rpm, the interrupter could not keep up and thus only permitted firing on every other rotation, cutting the rate of fire in half. Although the increase in rate of fire was still commensurate with increased propeller rpms, it was now at half the rate. When the engine rpms reached 1,000 the rate of fire returned again to 500 because the interrupter could not keep up, and now the gun had to fire every third propeller rotation, or 330 rounds per minute. An attacking pilot could make a reduced-power descent via a blip-switch and experience several different rates of fire as engine rpms waxed and waned from the blipping. Therefore, all noted synchronized machine gun rates of fire are maximum rates, not constant.

Fokker demonstrated his interrupter gear at Doberitz a month after the capture of Garros’ aeroplane and was awarded a production contract for aeroplanes so equipped. As German Fliegertruppe Commander General Ernst von Hoeppner wrote in post-war memoirs,

The true Kampfflugzeug [combat airplane] originated first with the utilization of the invention of Fokker, which made it possible to fire through the propeller arc. The fixed machine-gun was now operated by the pilot himself. The omission of the observer produced in this new E-type aeroplane extraordinary speed, manoeuvrability and climbing ability.

This new E-type was the Fokker Eindecker I, a mid-wing monoplane powered by an air-cooled rotary engine of
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	ALBATROS D.I 390/16 OF LTN D R OTTO HÖHNE, JAGDSTAFFEL 2, SEPTEMBER 1916



	
	One of several pre-production D.Is acquired by Jasta 2, 390/16 is depicted in pristine factory condition, save for the first two letters of the pilot’s last name that were painted on the fuselage. Opinions differ regarding whether the fuselage remained unpainted ‘straw yellow’ birch or if it was stained/overpainted a darker color, as seen in a photograph of this machine taking off, but since the specific film type is unknown it is difficult to determine how much the photographic values have been altered. What is clear is that if overpainted, the vents, cowls, and access hatches were not, and in any case the dark wing root fairings suggest they were wood and not metal. Wings and horizontal stabilizer surfaces are shown in two-tone venetian red/olive green camouflage, the exact pattern of which is provisional, and the rudder is depicted overpainted in the ‘swirl’ pattern seen on several pre-production Albatros Ds. Höhne achieved six victories with Jasta 2 but was wounded in action on 10 January 1917. After convalescing he assumed command of Jasta 59 in December but on 26 January 1918 returned to Jasta 2 as Staffelführer, only to voluntarily relinquish his command in less than a month on the grounds he was ‘not mature enough for the requirements.
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	Albatros D.II 501/16, Jagdstaffel 2, late 1916/early 1917



	
	This first production batch D.II is depicted in standard factory appearance, with an unpainted birch fuselage and three-tone olive green/venetian red/pale green wing and stabilizer camouflage. Lighter areas suggest repairs using unpainted fabric. Known to have been flown by Oblt Adolf von Tutschek in early 1917, researcher Reinhard Kastner reveals 501/16 may have been a ‘hand-me-down’ from Manfred von Richthofen after his departure for Jasta 11. On the reverse of a photograph depicting this machine next to an observation balloon nest, handwritten details claim the pilot had been Richthofen, who after an engine failure of unknown causes was forced to make an emergency landing. The accuracy of this description is unverified, and generally Richthofen is associated with flying D.II 481/16 while serving with Jasta 2, but certainly it was common for pilots to fly various machines due to repairs and routine maintenance. Whatever the ownership, Richthofen and Tutschek went on to command Jagdgeschwader Nrs 1 and 2 respectively, were both wounded in the summer of 1917, and were ultimately killed in action within five weeks of each other while flying Fokker Triplanes in March and April, 1918.
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