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OBJECTIVE MOSKAU

When German forces invaded Poland on 1 September 1939 an entirely new form of warfare was unleashed upon an unsuspecting world – Blitzkrieg. The Wehrmacht’s tactics of combining highly mobile, mechanised movement on the ground with close support from the air effectively defeated the Poles in the space of just 18 days.

Eight months were to pass before Hitler launched his next major Blitzkrieg campaign. But the Western Allies had failed to heed the lessons of Poland. Theirs was still very much a Great War mentality, their minds dominated by static defences and fixed fields of fire. They frittered away the eight months’ grace offered by the ‘Phoney War’, with the French Army hunkered down behind its Maginot Line and the British Expeditionary Force occupied mainly in pouring concrete and digging trenches. The invasion of France and the Low Countries on 10 May 1940 was thus a virtual re-run of the events in Poland the previous autumn, as the Wehrmacht’s armoured spearheads, superbly covered from the air, rampaged seemingly at will deep into the enemy’s heartland. Dutch forces surrendered after just five days. The Belgians laid down their arms two weeks later. And exactly four weeks after that a ceasefire signalled the defeat of France.

It would be another full year, 22 June 1941, before Hitler was ready to embark on his most ambitious Blitzkrieg of all, codenamed Operation Barbarossa – the invasion of the Soviet Union. By then, however, one of the major weapons of the earlier Blitzkrieg campaigns no longer featured quite so prominently on the Luftwaffe’s order of battle. Despite being described as ‘one of the most outstanding warplanes of the mid-1930s’, and having formed the backbone of the Luftwaffe’s bomber arm during the first 12 months of the war, by 1941 Heinkel’s elegant He 111 was steadily being replaced in frontline service by the more modern Junkers Ju 88.

The figures tell the story. For the attack on Poland the Luftwaffe had mustered more than 400 serviceable He 111s. On the eve of the Blitzkrieg in the west that number had risen to very nearly 650. But for Barbarossa the Luftwaffe fielded just over 200 serviceable Heinkels (well under half the number of Ju 88s ranged against the USSR). Yet although in seeming decline, the He 111 was to enjoy a whole new lease of life on the eastern front, where it would remain in service, albeit in decreasing strength, right up until the very end.

All bar nine of the 215 Heinkels that took part in the opening day of the campaign against the Soviet Union were concentrated in just three Kampfgeschwader. But these three units were not deployed equally along the three sectors that made up the main fighting front. In the northern sector, for example, stretching almost the entire length of the East Prussian border up to the Baltic Sea, Luftflotte (Air Fleet) 1’s line-up included a grand total of just three He 111s, and two of these belonged to a weather-reconnaissance Staffel! The northern sector’s sole He 111 bomber was a machine operated by the Geschwaderstab of Oberst Karl Angerstein’s otherwise Ju 88-equipped KG 1 ‘Hindenburg’. And as there is no mention in the unit’s casualty lists for 1941 of a Stab He 111 being lost, it seems likely that the Kommodore was persuaded to part with his pet Heinkel for a Ju 88 soon after the start of Barbarossa.
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Two He 111s of KG 55 are silhouetted against the lightening sky as they climb away from their field in Poland on the first morning of Barbarossa

Luftflotte 2 in the central sector boasted all of three weather-reconnaissance He 111s. But here in Poland there was also a complete Geschwader of He 111 bombers. Forming part of II. Fliegerkorps, Oberstleutnant Paul Weitkus’ KG 53 ‘Legion Condor’ was based on three fields to the south and southeast of Warsaw – Weitkus’ Stab and II. Gruppe at Radom, I./KG 53 at Grojec and III./KG 53 at Radzyn.

II. Fliegerkorps was the more southerly of Luftflotte 2’s two component Korps (the other, General von Richthofen’s VIII. Fliegerkorps up near Poland’s border with East Prussia, did not include any He 111 units).

But on II. Fliegerkorps’ immediate right, in southern Poland, were the three Gruppen of Oberstleutnant Benno Kosch’s KG 55 ‘Greif’. Stab, I. and II./KG 55 were all based at Labunie, roughly midway between Lublin and Lemberg (Lvov). III./KG 55 was stationed at nearby Klemensov. KG 55 formed part of V. Fliegerkorps, one of the two Korps controlled by Luftflotte 4 in the southern sector. In addition to its six weather-reconnaissance He 111s, Luftflotte 4 was the only air fleet facing the Russians to have two Kampfgeschwader of Heinkel bombers under its command. In fact, the bomber element of its IV. Fliegerkorps – the southernmost Korps on the whole front – was made up entirely of He 111s. All four Gruppen were concentrated down in Rumania. Major Gerhard Ullbricht’s Geschwaderstab KG 27 ‘Boelcke’, with its I. and II. Gruppen, occupied Focsani-South, some 200 kilometres from the Black Sea coast, while III./KG 27 was just over 50 kilometres away at Zilistea, a field it shared with the Heinkels of Major Wolfgang Bühring’s II./KG 4 ‘General Wever’.
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A stick of bombs neatly placed in the middle of a group of Polikarpov fighters. Although none of the machines has been destroyed, the proximity of the craters suggests that they may well have been damaged by flying shrapnel and debris. Few Soviet fighters got into the air on the morning of 22 June 1941...

These then were the dispositions of the ten He 111 Kampfgruppen deployed along the eastern front in preparation for the invasion of the Soviet Union. Launched in the early hours of 22 June 1941, Operation Barbarossa would open in true Blitzkrieg style with a concerted assault on the enemy’s air force, both in the air and on the ground. The main weight of the initial offensive was to be focussed in the central sector, where Army Group Centre’s ten Panzer divisions would advance in a series of giant pincer movements along either side of the Minsk-Moscow highway as they drove hard for the Soviet capital.

Before they could do so, however, the Red Air Force had to be neutralised. This was the task assigned to the two Fliegerkorps of the central sector’s Luftflotte 2. Much has been written in the past of the spectacular successes chalked up by the Stukas and fighters of VIII. Fliegerkorps in the opening hours and days of Barbarossa. But an equally important part in the opening strikes against the Red Air Force was played by the twin-engined bombers of II. Fliegerkorps. And those bombers included the He 111s of KG 53.

It had been 18 June 1941 when Oberstleutnant Paul Weitkus’ three Gruppen – I. and II./KG 53 in northern France and III./KG 53 resting and refitting in Silesia – had suddenly received orders to transfer immediately to the three airfields south of Warsaw. The move to Poland came as a complete surprise, and rumours abounded as to the reasons behind it. Some were even convinced that the Soviets were about to grant the Geschwader free passage to Baku, on the Caspian Sea coast, from where their Heinkels would mount a bombing offensive against the British in the Middle East!

The truth was finally revealed on the afternoon of 21 June when the crews were assembled for a preliminary briefing. The experiences of 9./KG 53 at Radzyn were typical. After explaining that extensive aerial reconnaissance had established beyond doubt that the Soviet Union was on the point of launching an unprovoked attack on East Prussia and the Generalgouvernement (German-occupied Poland), an unusually serious Hauptmann Fritz Pockrandt, the Kapitän of 9. Staffel, gave details of III./KG 53’s target for the following morning. The Gruppe’s objective was the Soviet fighter airfield at Bielsk-Pilici, which was located south of Bialystok about 80 kilometres inside enemy territory. Specifically, 9. Staffel was to target the field’s runway and ammunition dump, leaving 7. Staffel to concentrate on the admin buildings and barracks blocks and 8. Staffel to bomb the aircraft that reconnaissance had reported as being ‘parked in neat rows’ along the eastern perimeter of the field.

This news was at first received in something akin to stunned silence. But the crews would have a good seven hours in which to digest and come to terms with the enormity of the task that confronted them – namely all-out war against the Soviet Union – before they gathered for a final briefing at 2300 hrs. Takeoff was scheduled for 0330 hrs the following morning. Aircrews would be woken at 0130 hrs, which did not leave a lot of time for sleep. A 9. Staffel NCO takes up the story;

‘In the command post the Gruppenkommandeur (Major Richard Fabian) goes over the situation one last time, verifies the targets and wishes everyone ‘Hals und Beinbruch!’ – ‘Good luck!’ He will be leading the attack. Each crew is driven out to its aircraft. A large fire is burning somewhere in the far distance and a faint stripe low along the horizon heralds the start of the new day. Out at the aircraft each crew chief reports his machine all ready and fully serviceable.

‘A lot of thoughts are going though my head. It’s still dark, and this airfield, which we’ve only occupied for a couple of days and aren’t used to yet, is horribly small. Will we be able to take off in our heavily loaded machines?

‘We climb into our trusty old crates. A final check to make sure that everything is in order, although it’s hardly necessary – we know that we can rely 100 per cent on the work of our groundcrews. The pilot runs up his engines and raises his hand – all set to go! A moment later the three machines of the leading Kette start to taxi out, bumping and jolting over the uneven grass surface of the field. Despite their heavy loads, all machines lift off smoothly and safely. Takeoff – 0330 hrs on the dot!

‘The Gruppe makes a wide climbing turn to the left, gets into formation and heads towards Siedlce to rendezvous with our fighter escort. But the single-engined gentlemen fail to turn up. We are not too worried. We’ve got machine guns of our own. The formation alters course slightly and sets off for the target. At 0415 hrs we cross the River Bug, which marks the border with Russia. I peer out. A thick mist covers the ground below, but it is not long before the target comes into sight. I’m amazed that there has been no reaction from the enemy yet – he’s in for a nasty surprise any moment now.
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...most being unceremoniously pushed to one side upon the arrival of the advancing ground troops (but only after having their red stars removed by the souvenir-hungry soldiery)

‘Our bombs tumble earthwards. Flashes of flame, clouds of smoke, fountains of dirt and dust mixed with debris of every kind shoot high into the sky. Unluckily, our own bombs just miss the ammunition bunkers we were aiming for, but the stick marches out across the field and causes considerable damage. Two bombs are direct hits on the runway. No fighters will be taking off from here for a while as the other Ketten of our Staffel have churned up the entire surface. As we bank away I can see that 15 of the parked enemy fighters are already on fire, as too are many of the barracks blocks.
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More fragmentation bombs tumble from the bellies of the next wave of attacking He 111s

‘Suddenly Toni yells “Flak!” But it’s just one solitary burst, and a good kilometre behind us for we are well out of range of the field’s defences by now. Then a more alarming message over the intercom – “Fighters approaching from astern!” Our machine guns start to chatter. The formation closes up even tighter. This might mean that we present a bigger target to the enemy, but the concentrated fire from our 27 aircraft is already spraying around the Russians’ ears. They don’t like this one little bit and immediately dive away.

‘The River
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