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LaGG-3 – THE ORIGINAL

Fighter pilots have always had strong opinions about the aircraft that they flew in combat. Arguments and disputes develop between pilots of the same air force over the respective merits of their mounts, particularly when there were two main rival types in service. Aerial conflict established the relative merits of the Spitfire versus the Bf 109, and the Mustang versus the Fw 190. But which was better, the Fw 190 or the Bf 109, the P-51 or the P-47, the lineage of Supermarine fighters or the ‘House of Hawker’? Each type had its champions, and the debates continue amongst the historians. Partisanship also occurred amongst the Russians over the relative merits of the fighters from Yakovlev and Lavochkin, which were natural rivals due to their domination of the Red Air Force in World War 2.

[image: images]

LaGG-3 designer Semyon Alekseevich Lavochkin is seen at work. During the war years all Soviet aircraft designers were given both military ranks and uniforms (via G Petrov)

The initial models of the Yak-1 and LaGG-3 entered service within months of each other, used the same Klimov M-105P inline engine and shared a superficial resemblance. Yakovlev continued to use improved versions of the Klimov powerplant throughout the aircraft’s evolution, but Lavochkin switched to the Shevtsov M-82 radial engine in 1942.

While the Yak-1 quickly earned a reputation for being a fighter ‘thoroughbred’, the LaGG-3 was reviled. In truth, both aircraft shared several unpleasant flight characteristics and initially suffered from poor build quality, but the reputation garnered by the early LaGGs stayed with the fighter to the end, despite the LaGG-3 being modestly improved in 1942-43. Yet, ironically, the hated LaGG-3 enjoyed some success with many early Russian aces, who managed to score a significant number of their victories with it, and a few, such as Igor Kaberov, even became its outspoken ‘partisans’.

However, when the LaGG-3 had its Klimov engine replaced with the Shevtsov radial in mid 1942, the aircraft’s reputation changed, as did its designation to La-5. In reality, early La-5s were still inferior to their German counterparts, but the ‘new’ fighter possessed promising development potential. Indeed, by mid-1943 the more refined La-5FN boasted a combat performance that was on a par with the much-vaunted Fw 190, and was superior to the rival Yak-9.
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In 1939 the Soviet government called for the submission of designs for a new fighter. Ultimately, three designs were accepted and ordered into development and production. These three aircraft were the MiG-3, Yak-1 and the LaGG-1 of the new bureau of Vladimir Gorbunov. The latter individual, a senior official in the Commissariat of Aircraft Industry, led a group submitting one of the design proposals. Working under him as chief designer was Semyon Lavochkin, whilst another ministry official involved in the development of the fighter was Mikhail Gudkov. These three men duly gave their initials to the new machine – LaGG. Later, Gorbunov and Gudkov faded into the background, leaving the OKB (experimental construction bureau) to take Lavochkin’s name.
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The prototype LaGG-3 first took to the skies in March 1940. This shot of the well-tested machine was taken in early 1941, by which time series production of the LaGG-3 had begun (via G Petrov)

While the MiG and Yak fighters utilised conventional mixed construction, the LaGG entry used a special plywood impregnated with phenols derived from birch tars, called delta-drevsina, which could be moulded to shape. These were heavier and stronger than regular wood, as well as being fire resistant. The Klimov M-105P, producing 1100 hp, was selected as the powerplant. Initially, armament was to comprise an MP-6 23 mm cannon and two Berezin UB 12.7 mm machine guns. The prototype flew in March 1940, and in December of that year it went into production as the LaGG-3. Few, however, had reached frontline units by the time the Germans launched Operation Barbarossa in June 1941.

The first regiment to receive the LaGG-3 was 19 IAP (Fighter Aviation Regiment) of the Leningrad PVO (Anti-aircraft Defence) District, although it received only a few. The next regiments were 157 and 24 IAPs of the Moscow PVO Zone. With the USSR considering war with Japan more likely than conflict with supposed ‘ally’ Germany, most early LaGG-3s were sent to the Far East instead. As a result, there were no LaGGs in the border districts when the Germans invaded on 22 June 1941, although by July a significant number had been thrown into combat as replacement fighters for those units destroyed on the ground in the initial Luftwaffe bombing raids.
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A pre-production LaGG-3 undergoes static testing at the Air Force Scientific Test Institute (NII VVS) in late 1940 (via G Petrov)

The LaGG-3’s inadequacies as a fighter soon became glaringly obvious upon its introduction to combat. For a start, its maximum speed fell from 376 mph to 357 mph in the first production series due to the fitment of basic operational equipment. This figure fell still further to 332 mph as yet more modifications were hastily made in the LaGG production factories, which saw the fitment of seat armour, extra fuel tanks and radio receivers. Rate of climb also decreased by almost 50 per cent following these changes. Later production series addressed these maladies by reducing equipment and armament, but this in turn led to other problems.
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This photograph of the cockpit of a production LaGG-3 reveals the basic nature of the instruments and gauges fitted as standard to the Russian fighter. The instrument panel in most LaGG-3s was painted white or pale grey (via G Petrov)

The dramatic decrease in speed was also the result of poor factory workmanship – a problem which worsened when wartime pressure forced accelerated construction, and factories evacuated to Siberia completed much of their work in the open. There were frequent cases of aircraft being delivered with rags left in pipelines, tools forgotten in the airframe, nuts and bolts left loose and parts fitted carelessly. The surface finish was also crude and the handling poor, with stability problems blighting early LaGG-3s. Controls were considered sluggish and rate of turn inadequate, and the fighter vibrated terribly when in a dive. The Klimov engine also leaked oil, often leading to overheating and seizure, and further degrading the aircraft’s already poor external finish. Worse still, the oil that spewed out would be blown back over the windscreen and canopy, obscuring vision and making it impossible to use the gunsight.

Even before staining, the cockpit transparency was barely fit for the job. Made of a nitro-cellulose compound, it gave poor visibility when new, and soon yellowed with exposure to sunlight. Consequently, many pilots flew with their canopies open. This also helped to reduce the level of heat in the cockpit, caused by inadequate engine ventilation – a problem made worse by the tendency of pilots to fly with their engine vents closed tight in an effort to decrease drag and raise the fighter’s top speed.

The LaGG-3 was also blighted with poor hydraulics, causing the landing gear to retract while the fighter was sitting on the ground or, conversely, the undercarriage to lower itself while in flight!

The new fighter’s armament also got mixed reviews in combat. With most experienced LaGG pilots having come from Polikarpov machines armed with just four machine guns, the 20 mm cannon and two heavy and two light machine guns fitted in the LaGG-3 seemed a real improvement. However, when the two 7.62 mm ShKAS machine guns were removed from the Series 8 fighter onwards, nobody complained.
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A sight regularly seen at most frontline LaGG-3 bases throughout World War 2 – a Klimov M-105 engine that has spewed out oil from a split hydraulic line or seal. The Klimov was a notoriously leaky engine, and the groundcrew of this LaGG-3 Type 35 have clearly got much work to do to return their machine to airworthy status (via G Petrov)

From the start of the war, pilots in all Soviet aircraft types had complained about the ShKAS, which was prone to jamming and failure, and which in the words of the pilots themselves ‘was good only for damaging the paint of German aircraft’! But the 12.7 mm UB machine gun and the 20 mm ShVAK that remained in the LaGG-3 also had their own stoppage problems.

Like most other Soviet-built fighters of World War 2, the LaGG’s radio equipment was also poor. Many aircraft were delivered with receivers only, allowing their pilots to hear orders, but unable to communicate in return. This remained the case until late in the war, with only the commanders’ aircraft boasting transmitters as well.
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Servicing panels removed, a LaGG-3 Series 1 or 4 has its Klimov M-105 exposed for the benefit of the camera. As with the Bf 109, the LaGG-3 had a 23 mm cannon firing through the propeller hub and two 12.7 mm machine guns located above the engine itself (via G Petrov)

Despite all these problems, the LaGG-3 was superior to its great rival the Yak-1 in one important respect. The LaGG’s delta-drevsina construction rendered it capable of surviving extensive battle damage, and also added a considerable degree of fire resistance. The LaGG was known to burn poorly, while the Yak-1 had a reputation for being a ‘flamer’. The account that pilots joked that LaGG stood for ‘lakirovannyi garantirovannyi grob’ (guaranteed, lacquered coffin) is clever but doubtful. Such criticism of Soviet equipment, or tactics, was ‘defeatism’, meaning a sentence to a penal battalion. Since even to hear such a subversive joke without reporting it would render the listener as guilty as its originator, a pilot would have had to have been foolhardy indeed to have said such a thing.

The LaGG-3’s performance improved during 1942 as the M-105P engine was replaced by the M-105PF, giving an additional 110 hp, and a number of other mechanical and structural modifications were introduced. However, some of these changes added more weight, and the LaGG never really achieved parity with its German counterparts. Numerous other changes were incorporated during the course of the different production batches, including a decrease in the size of the internal fuel tanks in order to lighten the airframe, the addition of extra fuel tanks (or external tanks) to extend range and changes in external rudder and elevator balances and in radio aerials. From Series 4, armament was reduced by the removal of one of the two 12.7 mm UB heavy machine guns, and from Series 8 both light machine guns were deleted. But Series 11 added rails for six RO-82 launchers for the 82 mm RS-82 rocket.

While ‘milestone’ Series 1, 4, 8, 11, 23, 29 and 66 are currently used to distinguish major stages of development in the LaGG-3, the other series in between also existed, and often featured very minor modifications.

The La-5 was introduced onto the Gorkii production line in June 1942. Initially, the LaGG-3 and La-5 were produced simultaneously within this factory, but LaGG-3 production had ceased by late 1942, and during 1943 the fighter was produced exclusively at Tbilisi, finally ending with 229 aircraft built in early 1944. Thus, the LaGG-3, in spite of its inadequacies, remained in frontline service into the final months of the war in Europe.

By late 1943, LaGG units were generally located in the southern areas of the front, nearer to Tbilisi. The aircraft often equipped less prestigious units, although some Guards regiments did operate the LaGG-3 well into 1944. The fighter also remained active in the Far East, and some LaGG regiments participated in the brief war against Japan in August 1945.

A regiment would typically receive LaGG-3s of a single series type when it was re-equipped with new aircraft at a factory or a replacement training regiment. However, it would soon find itself operating a variety of series as it was issued with individual replacement aircraft from field maintenance depots and other units rotating to the rear. Although pilots certainly knew the difference between LaGG-3 batches, no distinction was ever made in contemporary or subsequent reports and literature, and different series LaGG-3s can only be identified from photographs with some difficulty. Likewise, it is impossible to estimate any meaningful breakdown of production according to series types, except that late Series 35 and 66 machines must have been the most numerous.

In the days immediately following the
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