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BIRTH OF THE BLITZKRIEG

Bf 109 UNITS IN CENTRAL AND EASTERN GERMANY, 1/9/39

Luftflottenkommando 1 (North-East) HQ: Stettin/Pommerania




	 
	 
	Base
	Type
	Est-Serv



	1. Fliegerdivision (Schönfeld/Crössinsee)



	1.(J)/LG 2
	Hptm Harms Trübenbach
	Malzkow, Lottin
	Bf 109E
	42-33



	JGr.101 (II/ZG 1)
	Maj Reichardt
	Lichtenau
	Bf 109E
	48-48



	5.(J)/TrGr.186
	Oblt Gerhard Kadow
	Stolp, Brüsterort
	Bf 109B/E
	23-23



	6.(J)/TrGr.186
	Hptm Heinrich Seeliger
	Stolp, Brüsterort
	Bf 109B/E
	23-23



	Luftgaukommando I (Königsberg/East Prussia)



	I./JG 1
	Maj Bernhard Woldenga
	Gutenfeld
	Bf 109E
	46-46



	I./JG 21
	Hptm Martin Mettig
	Gutenfeld
	Bf 109D
	39-37



	Luftgaukommando III (Berlin)



	Stab JG 2
	Oberstlt Gerd von Massow
	Döberitz
	Bf 109E
	3-3



	I./JG 2
	Maj Carl Vieck
	Döberitz
	Bf 109E
	41-40



	10.(N)/JG 2
	Hptm Albert Blumensaat
	Straussberg
	Bf 109D
	9-9



	Luftgaukommando IV (Dresden)



	Stab JG 3
	Oberstlt Max Ibel
	Zerbst
	Bf 109E
	3-3



	I./JG 3
	Maj Ottheinrich von Houwald
	Brandis
	Bf 109E
	44-38



	I./JG 20
	Maj Lehmann
	Sprottau
	Bf 109E
	37-36



	 
	 
	 
	 
	335-316




Luftflottenkommando 4 (South-East) HQ: Reihenbach/Silesia



	 
	 
	Base
	Type
	Est-Serv



	Fliegerführer z.b.V (Oppeln)
	 
	 
	 



	JGr.102 (I./ZG 2)
	Hptm Hannes Gentzen
	Gross-Stein
	Bf 109D
	45-45



	Stab(J)/LG 2
	Oberstlt Baier
	Nieder-Ellguth
	Bf 109E
	3-2



	Luftgaukommando VIII (Breslau)
	 
	 
	 



	I./JG 76
	Hptm Wilfried v Müller-Rienzburg
	Ottmütz
	Bf 109E
	51-45



	I./JG 77
	Hptm Johannes Janke
	Juliusburg-Nord
	Bf 109E
	48-43



	 
	 
	 
	 
	147-135




History is nearly 20 minutes late. Most reference sources state that World War 2 began at 05.45 hours on 1 September 1939. This was the time quoted by Adolf Hitler during his address to the Reichstag assembly shortly after 10 am on that first morning of hostilities. In the course of his speech, which was broadcast to the German nation, the Führer had lambasted the Poles for their ‘continuing provocations’. He claimed to be left with no other option than to reply in kind, and therefore ‘Fire has now been returned since 05.45 hours’.

To be precise, the opening rounds of ‘return’ fire – a salvo of 28 cm (11 in) shells from the ex-World War 1 battleship Schleswig-Holstein–did not leave their muzzles until 05.47 (04.47 hours local time). They were aimed at point-blank range at the Polish munitions store situated on the tip of the Westerplatte, a sandy promontory just north of the city of Danzig (Gdansk). These shots are regarded by most as the ‘official’ beginning of World War 2.

But 21 minutes prior to the Schleswig-Holstein commencing her bombardment, at 04.26 hours, a Kette of Junkers Ju 87 dive-bombers had lifted off from their forward base in East Prussia in what undoubtedly constituted the first overt act of hostility against the poles. The trio of Stukas of 3./StG 1, led by their Staffelkapitän Oberleutnant Bruno Dilley and each carrying one 250 kg bomb plus four smaller 50 kg bombs underwing, immediately set course south-westwards for their target – the iron railway bridge spanning the River Vistula at Dirschau (Tczew) – which was just eight minutes flying time away. But their mission was not to destroy the bridge. Despite its size, the Dirschau bridge was the most vulnerable point along the entire 100 km of railway track across the Polish corridor linking the Reich proper to its isolated eastern province of East Prussia. It had long been prepared for demolition by the Poles in the event of war, and Dilley’s objective was the cable which ran along the embankment from nearby Dirschau station out on to the bridge itself. His task was to sever this cable, and thus prevent the Poles from blowing the bridge before the arrival of an armoured train carrying the first German ground troops.
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The first salvoes of World War 2 – the veteran World War 1 battleship Schleswig-Holstein, midstream in Danzig’s Harbour Canal, has trained its 28 cm (11 in) guns at zero elevation on the Polish positions on the Westerplatte – just 250 metres away – and opened fire!
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The first aerial sortie of the war – by Stukas of 3./St.G 1 – failed to prevent demolition of the Dirschau railway bridge (left) by Polish army engineers

Flying at just ten metres above the mist-shrouded Vistula plain, Dilley and his wingmen scored direct hits on the cable and on the blockhouses protecting the ignition points. But their efforts were to be in vain. The armoured train was held up and the Poles managed to resplice the cable and demolish the bridge at 06.30 hours – just before the German troops could reach it.

White StG 1 can thus lay claim to carrying out the first bombing raid of the war, another Stukageschwader – StG 2 ‘Immelmann’ – scored the first aerial kill of the conflict. It was shortly after 04.45 hours that I./StG 2 took off from Nieder-Ellguth in Upper Silesia to attack the Polish airfield at Krakow. On their return the Stukas inadvertently overflew Balice, one of the many secret auxiliary fields to which the bulk of the Polish Air Force had been dispersed during the days leading up to the outbreak of hostilities. Balice housed the PZL P.11s of No 121 Fighter Squadron attached to Army Krakow. Hearing the throb of engines overhead, the squadron commander, Capt Mieczyslaw Medwecki, immediately scrambled with his wingman, Lt Wladek Gnys. At some 300 metres and still climbing, the pair attempted to engage one of the passing Stukas, unaware of another German machine closing in behind them. Leutnant Frank Neubert, flying Ju 87 ‘Gustav-Kurfürst’ (T6+GK), sent a burst of fire from his wing machine-guns into Medwecki’s cockpit. The P.11 ‘suddenly exploded in mid-air, bursting apart like a huge fireball; the fragments literally flew around our ears’. Having just witnessed his luckless squadron commander provide the Luftwaffe with its first aerial victory of the war, Gnys hastily climbed away from the gaggle of Ju 87s only to chance upon a pair of Dornier Do 17E bombers. These were machines of KG 77 likewise returning from the combined early-morning raid on Krakow. Gnys fired at both but then lost sight of them as they disappeared behind a hill. In fact, both Dorniers crashed within 100 metres of each other, littering the village of Zurada with their wreckage. The Luftwaffe’s first kill of World War 2 had been quickly followed by its first two losses.

The full-scale commitment of Ju 87 units right fom the start was indicative of the rest of the campaign, for the aerial Blitzkrieg against Poland was very much the Stuka’s war. In conjunction with the longer-range Kampfgeschwader and a single Gruppe of Henschel Hs 123 ground-assault biplanes, the divebombers performed to perfection their assigned task as the army’s ‘flying artillery’, taking out pin-point targets and generally clearing the path for the advancing ground forces. Fighter protection for the Luftwaffe’s massive weight of bombers and Stukas was largely in the hands of the new twin-engined Bf 110 Zerstörer. The concept of the ‘destroyer’, or heavy fighter, had yet to reveal its inherent weaknesses, and the Bf 110 was said to be regarded by the Polish Air Force as its most dangerous opponent.
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Aircraft recognition lecture, Polish campaign style. Gym-kitted pilots earnestly study a sand-pit silhouette of what appears to be a twin-tailed biplane – hardly confidence-inspiring for the imminent hostilities!

In contrast, the Messerschmitt Bf 109 single-seat fighter played an almost peripheral role in the air war over Poland. The Orders of Battle shown at the start of this chapter for the Luftwaffe’s two eastward facing Luftflotten indicate that only four Bf 109-equipped Gruppen (plus two Staffeln of a fifth) were nominally assigned to frontline operational commands, while seven were retained well to the rear under local Luftgau (territoria) command) control on home defence duties. And of those which were engaged over Poland, a number were withdrawn well before the 18-day campaign had run its course. The mere threat of attack from the west following on from the British and French declarations of war on 3 September apparently posed a greater danger in the minds of those in Berlin than did the actual opposition still being offered by the Poles in the east. Indeed, the German capital had already experienced its own version of the famous ‘false alarm’ which had sent the citizens of London scurrying for their shelters on the first morning of their war, although in Berlin’s case the culprit was not an unscheduled airliner coming in from France, hut rather a formation of He 111s returning from a raid on Poland!
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Frontline flying often meant freedom from the strictures of a peacetime regime, and soon personal aircraft markings began to appear. This unidentified Bf 109E sports one half of the famous cartoon duo Max und Moritz, which begs the question was Moritz depicted on the other side of that cowling?

[image: images]

Staffel line-up of JGr.101 (II./ZG 1) at Lichtenau. In the centre, immediately below the ‘Running dog’ emblem on the Bf 109E and already wearing the Iron Cross, Second Class, is Staffelkapitän Dietrich Robitzsch (see photo on page 45)

Nor was the Bf 109’s baptism of fire over Poland quite as straightforward and immediately successful as its undoubted superiority as a fighter would lead one to expect.

In the north the units of 1.Fliegerdivision were plagued by the same early morning mists which had threatened to jeopardise Bruno Dilley’s Stuka attack on the Dirschau bridge. Despite being woken at 03.15, the pilots of Harms Trübenbach’s I.(J)/LG 2 – the fighter component of the Luftwaffe’s second Lehrgeschwader (Operational Instruction and Evaluation Group) – did not take off until two hours before noon. In all, the Gruppe flew four separate escort missions on the opening day of hostilities, but it was 4 September before they first made contact with the Polish Air Force and downed a trio of P.11 fighters. One of the victors was Leutnant Klaus Quaet-Faslem, who would go on to score another 48 kills and rise to become Gruppenkommandeur of I./JG 3 before his own death in action against the Americans near Brunswick on 30 January 1944. A number of other pilots who subsequently achieved high-scoring and highly decorated positions of prominence within the Jagdwaffe also claimed their first kills during these early days in Poland.

On 9 September I.(J)/LG 2 moved forward to Lauenburg, near Bromberg, in order to keep pace with 4.Armee whose advance they were supporting. Here they claimed four more victories – all PWS.26 biplane trainers pressed into emergency reconnaissance and liaison duties – during a Freie jagd sweep of the frontlines. And again, two of the four fell to future aces – Unteroffizier Friedrich Geisshardt and Feldwebel Etwin Clausen, both of whom would be awarded the Oak Leaves and be in command of Reich’s defence Gruppen (III./JG 26 and L/JG 11 respectively) at the time of their deaths in 1943. The following day, 10 September, Geisshardt himself fell victim to P.11 fighters. After several hours in Polish captivity (during which his informal flying garb of Luftwaffe-blue knitted sweater had him threatened with a firing squad as a suspected fifth-columnist), he was able to escape during the confusion of a subsequent Stuka raid. He and another captive grabbed a couple of horses and succeeded in reaching friendly territory after a gruelling and dangerous five-day ride.

[image: images]

Unlike the crude emblem decorating the Bf 109 seen on the previous page, the black ‘Arched cat’ was the official Staffel insignia of 2./JG 20 (the later 8./JG 51). The pilot of ‘Red 7’, here being run up prior to chocks away, was Rudi Rothenfelder, who later transferred to 9./JG 2. In May 1940 he designed that Staffel’s famous ‘Mosquito’ badge, which earned him three days leave!

[image: images]

Back to personal emblems with Josef Heinzeller’s ‘Black 12’, which was named in honour both of his childhood pet dog and his wife! A member of 2.(J)/LG 2, Heinzeller would fly later mark ‘Schnauzls’ on cross-Channel operations in 1940

I.(J)/LG 2 transferred yet further forward on 15 September, this time to Pultusk, some 50 kilometres due north of Warsaw, By now, however, aerial opposition was all but non-existent, and the Gruppe was only called on to carry out a few ground-strafing sorties before finally withdrawing to its peacetime base at Garz on 20 September.

Another of 1.Fliegerdivision’s component units was the naval Träger-gruppe (Carrier Wing) 186, a mixed formation of one Stuka Staffel and two fighter Staffeln originally intended for service aboard the as-yet unfinished aircraft carrier Graf Zeppelin.

Due to the all-pervading early morning mist, it too was unable to carry out its first scheduled mission of 1 September – aerial cover for the Schleswig-Holstein during its bombardment of the Polish enclave on the Westerplatte. But the two Bf 109 Staffeln did later escort the Ju 87s of 4.(St)/186 during an attack on the Polish naval base of Hela. According to one pilot, the loss of two of their charges to intense anti-aircraft fire was a salutary introduction to the grim realities of warfare.

The Staffeln flew two more Stuka escort missions without incident on 2 September, before transferring to Gutenfeld 24 hours later. Although they remained at this East Prussian base for three days, they saw no further action and returned to Hage on the North Sea coast on 6 September.

Of the two Jagdgruppen home-based in East Prussia, I./JG 1 played an even briefer part in the Polish fighting. Major Bernhard Woldenga’s precaution of dispersing his Staffeln on three separate fields prior to the outbreak of hostilities proved totally unnecessary, as the initial advance of 3.Armee southwards out of East Prussia in the direction of Warsaw went all but unopposed by the Polish Air Force. I./JG 1 also flew
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