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Across the Gulf of Sirte, the two
Messerschmitt Bf 109s were flying very close to each other
and three or four meters above
the sea, on a direct trajectory for the Allied coastal airbase at
Benina. Their dull grey ominous payload hanging from their bellies;
any lower and the bombs would be torpedoes. Eleven more seconds of
this stealth maneuver and they would suddenly climb and roll over
for the surprise bomb attack on the airbase. Glancing across at
each other, the two pilots readied themselves for the sudden
g-force change. At that moment the dull Libyan coastal sand rushed
beneath them and as one the pilots wrenched their control columns
back to begin the synchronized sudden steep climb. They felt their
aircraft shuddering and moaning from this high speed
tactic.

Benina airbase was waiting for them.

Their climb took them straight over the runway and as they
side-slipped at the top with perfect German formation flying
precision the ground gunners opened fire. They could not have hope
for a better target presentation. The bullets, interlaced with
tracers, streamed straight up to meet the diving
aircraft.

"My God Hans, what is this! Let go your bomb! Let go your
bomb!" yelled Gunter Schmidt above the harsh clatter of his machine
guns. He could now feel the occasional bullet tearing into his
aircraft as he was bucking, twisting and turning in a desperate and
extreme effort to loose the tracers.

"Pull out Hans! For Gods sake!" shouted Gunter the tell-tail
smoke started from his wing-man’s engine cowling and
exhaust.

The attack lasted no more than a few
seconds and fortunately the bombs detonated harmlessly in the soft
ground alongside the runway and out of harms way of the gunner
positions and the aircraft still on the ground. Both Bf 109s broke
off the attack in not quite as much precision and flew in the
direction of the Green Mountains where the late afternoon sea mist,
building around their peaks, would assist in their
escape.

Fast approaching these same Green
Mountains but flying above the mist were four Hawker Hurricane Mark
IIC aircraft of SAAF Seven Squadron led, today, by Lieutenant PK
(that was his known name). They had been on a routine training
exercise of "Fluid Fours",
the formation arrangement for aerial combat. They tightened up this
formation when they were order to intercept the approaching Bf
109s.

Gradually loosing altitude, Hans Krauser,
Gunter Schmidt’s wing man was not able to maintain sufficient
height to slip into the mist around the mountain to make his
escape. He turned away, with smoke now billowing from his engine,
and headed into the flat open semi-desert. The cockpit canopy of a
Bf 109 could not be opened in flight so he would have to force land
in the desert close by where he had more chance of
surviving.

"Hans, are you okay, are you injured?
Please answer me!" Gunter was anxious as there was no reply from
Hans. Was his radio also shot to bits now? Then Gunter recollected
that throughout the entire attack Hans had not spoken so he could
be okay. This, he did not know.

Gunter was about to abort his escape round
the mountain and follow his good friend to pin point his landing
position when the four Hurricanes broke through the mist, flying in
close formation now, and almost collided with his
Messerschmitt.

"My God, today I’m dead! Frau Krauser, I am killed looking
for your Hans. I did not find him!" Gunter exclaimed passionately
as the enemy were on him like a specter. Instinct almost had him
roll over and dive out of their way but lightning logics told him
that they were too close; he would surely touch one of them with
catastrophic consequences. He hated surprises; this being the
second in just a few minutes. Now he was more frustrated and
saddened by the fact that he had let himself and Hans
down.

The four Hurricanes found themselves neatly
surrounding the Messerschmitt; PK flying above and slightly behind,
one Hurricane to each side, and the fourth behind and slightly
below. To try out run the Hurricanes was madness as they were
positioned to shoot him down immediately. He could only carry on
flying where he was, trapped. Why had they not opened fire
immediately and ended him?

PK and his formation pilots kept a close
watch on the Bf 109 as they forced him to their airfield at Benina.
Using tactics like a little too close here and a subtle bank there,
they were able to orchestrate the maneuvers required for the return
to the airbase. This was formation flying at its very best. The
five pilots were tense and alert as one mistake would surely get
someone killed.

The airbase was notified of their ETA so
everyone could be out to see the incredible capture. On the final
approach, PK still kept his position above the Messerschmitt just
in case the German was going to fake the landing and make a run for
it. He would circle and land when all were safely home.

Fortunately there were no unforeseen
incidents during the landing. The Bf 109 and the three Hurricanes
taxied to a halt a little way in front of the neat line of tents
that made up the Seven Fighter Squadron airbase. To the very left
were the tents of the ground crew with all sorts of jacks, tool
boxes, bits of aircraft and the only item that kept it from looking
like a scrap yard was the petrol bourse with the strange notice
"PETROL – ODD
VEHICLES FILL UP HERE".
What ever this meant, only the scribbler was to know.

The three SAAF pilots slid back their
canopies and leaped from their cockpits as quick as they could
undoing their parachutes
in the process. After a minute or so, the cockpit canopy of the
Messerschmitt folded open to one side. The small group of onlookers
that gathered in front of, and a good many feet back from the enemy
aircraft, were kept in suspense a few moments more. Hauptmann
Gunter Schmidt, his cap at a distinguished angle, his dark leather
flying jacket hanging open as usual, his dark trousers neatly
tucked into his leather flying boots, climbed slowly out of the
cockpit and hopped with style from the wing. He unbuckled the
parachute, slung it effortlessly over his left shoulder and walked
calmly round the wing to the silent and bemused
audience.

Gunter could not believe what he saw. His
captors were the scruffiest bunch of military people he had seen
since the German army’s prisoners of war. To a man the South
Africans were dressed in khaki shorts and shirts and wearing
sandy-brown "veld skoen" with long khaki socks folded over just
below the knee. The only items that distinguished them from famers,
and each other, were insignia of rank and the "wings" of the
pilots. Even their dusty caps and the way they wore them was a
disgrace.

"This surely could not be an air force..!"
he thought to himself. Then in a commanding tone he enquired "Who
is the commanding officer?" He had learnt some English during his
engineering studies and spoke it reasonably well.

Captain Kirby, smile on his face as usual,
bustled from the group. He could have just stepped forward but
not he, there had to be
some sort of briskness involved. He quickly saluted the German
officer.

"I’m the officer commanding the Benina airbase at the
moment. You have just been taken a prisoner of war. Please hand
over your firearm." He didn’t really know what to say – this had
never happened to a Fighter Squadron while he was the OC. He
couldn’t very well say "Welcome to airfield Benina, enjoy your stay
with us." Irritated by his own lack of protocol skills, the OC
turned to the group and demanded "Where the blazers are the MPs,
they should be taking this man prisoner not a Fighter Pilot. Go and
fetch them immediately." Captain Kirby always referred to himself
as a Fighter Pilot even though he was the OC and lately did not fly
many operations. He had become desk bound and still needed to get
used to passing out orders.

Hauptmann Gunter Schmidt stood to
attention and returned the salute. Not the "Hail Hitler" that everyone was expecting but the normal
airforce hand to cap salute. Slowly removing the Luger pistol from
its holster he handed it over without saying a word. He needed a
few moments to collect his thoughts. If he spoke now he was sure
that he would pass some strange German remark about his captives
and their smiling Commanding Officer that would have them in fits
of laughter even if they did not quite understand a single word he
said. It would be the way in which he would have expressed his
feelings just then that would have done it.

"Where is the pilot that surprised me?" he finally
ventured.

Lieutenant PK, who had landed shortly
after the rest, stepped forward. He was dressed like the rest but
was holding a small white and black spotted dog, Stooge, close to
this chest and nestled in his leather flying helmet. Lieutenant PK
also saluted the German Officer but his attention was on the Bf 109
more than the German pilot.

"This time you are very lucky young one. I hope there will
be another time. Spend your flying well." grumbled Gunter. He was
now tired and annoyed by the event and needed to be taken away to
be alone. Turning back to Captain Kirby, Gunter earnestly
enquired.

"Captain, before you take me away, you will send aircraft to
find my wing-man pilot, no?" This request was rather wishful but he
needed to know what had happened to Hans Krauser. Was he dead? If
not, did he land in the desert okay and how long would it be before
he was picked up?

"No." replied Captain Kirby smiling at his captive German.
He turned to the two MPs who had just joined the group and ordered.
"Take him to the Officers Mess and lock him up. PK, talk to me."
With this he turned away, knowing full well that there was no place
in the mess to lock up anything let alone an enemy prisoner, and
marched off, followed by PK and Stooge. When inside the 7 SQD OC
tent, Captain Kirby sat down behind his little desk, elbows on the
desk with hands clasped to supporting his chin as if his head had
suddenly become too heavy to support itself. Looking up at PK he
enquired quizzically.

"What the hell happened out there? How did you do that so
easily? I need to know everything. A blasted full report will need
to be written specifying all the details."

"Sir, as a precaution of not flying into the mountain we
broke the mist and almost crashed into the Bf 109. We were caught
totally by surprise. So was he. Fortunately we were so close to him
that there was no chance for anyone to open fire. Mathews,
Keighley, and Symons summed up the situation perfectly and with
their expert flying ability we seemed to make it look simple. If
the German pilot did not accommodate us, I think things could have
turned horrible."

"Why did you not break off immediately and shoot him down?
This bloody Hauptmann and his so called
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