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DESERT JAGDFLIEGER

Having declared war on Britain and France on 11 June 1940, Benito Mussolini began an immediate air offensive to knock out the island of Malta, a British base vital to any plans to wage war in the Middle East. Its location at the ‘crossroads’ of the Mediterranean sea lanes meant that whoever held the island could command the north-south route from Italy to North Africa, and the east-west route from Gibraltar to Alexandria and the Suez Canal.

Italy’s aggression was not entirely unexpected and the early raids were countered by a handful of Sea Gladiators, the RAF giving the attackers as hot a reception as possible. Over the ensuing seven months through to the New Year of 1940, the Regia Aeronautica failed to destroy Malta’s defences, although it made a determined effort to do so. The first Hurricanes reached the beleaguered island in June, and by December the Luftwaffe had arrived in Sicily to assist the Italians. X.Fliegerkorps made its headquarters at Catania, with Palermo, Trapani, Gela and Comiso its main airfields on the island.

Initally, the German’s aerial strength was confined to Stuka and bomber units, with Bf 110s in support, but in February 1941 14 Messerschmitt Bf 109Es from 7./JG 26 flew to Sicily to open a new phase of the air war in the Mediterranean. Beginning escort sorties over the island almost immediately, the JG 26 detachment began an unparalleled run of good fortune. Sweeping aside the weak RAF defences, the German pilots strafed Maltese airfields at will, shot down defending Hurricanes almost with impunity, and generally made life very unpleasant for the defenders, who were already having to put up with a constant poundin from Italian and German bombs.
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The ‘advance guard’ of a more extensive involvement in the Western Desert by the Jagdwaffe was the handful of Bf 109E-7s of 7. Staffel, JG 26 Schlateger. Led by experten Oblt Joachim Müncheberg, the Staffel’s 14 aircraft arrived at the Sicilian airfield of Gela on 9 February 1941, primarily to support the Regia Aeronautica’s assault on Malta. Here, following yet another successful Hurricane destroying sortie over the island, Müncheberg climbs out of his personal Bf 109E-7 to be greeted by one of his groundcrewman (at right), who is clutching a traditional aces’ laurel wreath to mark the occasion. Note the Oberleutnant’s white metal rank pennant on the radio mast of ‘White 12’

Although the RAF put up numerous interception sorties and succeeded in ensuring that the bombing was rarely achieved without some cost to the attackers, it was singly unable to counter the Bf 109s effectively. Many of the Allied pilots had had relatively little combat time, and their Hurricanes were in the main well-used. Claims were filed by a number of pilots who swore that they had most definitely shot down a Bf 109, but subsequent scrutiny of Luftwaffe records showed that the Jagdflieger’s survival rate over Malta at this stage of the war was nothing short of miraculous. Few Bf 109s were damaged, let alone shot down, and Oblt Joachim Müncheberg’s small force dictated the progress of local air combat on more or less their own terms.
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Also part of 7./JG 26 was Fw Karl Laub, a seasoned NCO pilot of the Staffel who scored seven kills up to his death on 14 December 1944. Note the wheel covers which were used to stop tyre rubber perishing in the extreme Mediterranean heat. Laub’s E-7 displays both the distinctive red heart Staffel badge on its yellow nose, plus the Schlageter Geschwader ‘S’ just forward of the cockpit

Fortunately for the defenders of Malta, Hitler decided to invade the Balkans on 6 April, thus drawing off most of the fighter strength in Sicily, including the modest 7./JG 26 force, which moved to bases in Italy to put it within range of targets in Yugoslavia. With the Luftwaffe also committed in Greece, Malta enjoyed a brief respite, at least from incursions by the Schlageter Geschwader’s Messerschmitts. On 9 April, however, they returned to Sicily.

Flying a typical high altitude sweep around the island on 27 April, Müncheberg, and his able wingman Oblt Mietusch, spotted a Sunderland approaching its anchorage. The flying boat had been leading in a flight of Hurricanes that had earlier launched from the carrier HMS Ark Royal, and just as it was being made fast, the Bf 109s swept in. A single pass was enough to set the Sunderland ablaze, and it quickly became a total loss. This was the second Short flying boat destroyed by JG 26, a single aircraft having been sunk at its moorings the month before – another Sunderland had also been damaged in the attack.

Müncheberg, himself, had done well over Malta, scoring his 39th and 40th victories on 1 May. 7./JG 26’s presence had also severely shaken the defenders’ morale, although the detachment’s days in the theatre were numbered. On 25 May Müncheberg showed how complete his mastery of the air was by leading seven Bf 109s on a low-level strafing attack on Ta Kali airfield, which was one of the main RAF stations on Malta. Sweeping in from the south, a direction not usually taken, the Germans surprised the defenders and left five newly-delivered Hurricane Mk Is of No 249 Sqn on fire following two passes over the airfield. It was a farewell gesture typical of Müncheberg, and he headed back to Sicily, bound for combat in Greece, more than satisfied with his ‘tour’ of Malta!
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En route to Sicily, 7./JG 26 stopped briefly in the Balkans, where an anonymous Jagdflieger tried his hand at a less powerful form of transport than that which he was normally accustomed to. Taking no chances with an unfamiliar type, the young pilot seems well-padded against an unexpected ground loop! The ‘Mk I Donkey’s’ normal ‘pilot’ appears somewhat bemused by the whole episode

Meanwhile, further German help for Mussolini had arrived in the Mediterranean in April when I./JG 27 occupied Ain El Gazala airfield in Libya, and flew its first sortie on the 19th. The presence of German fighters on the mainland was to help Italian ground forces who had been locked in bitter combat with the British in Cyrenacia for some ten months. Up to this point in the campaign things had gone badly for the Axis forces in the Italian colony, and they were in serious danger of being driven out of North Africa all together. Mussolini’s longer term plans of bringing all of Egypt under fascist domination appeared to have been thwarted before they had really begun. Under the terms of his ‘Pact of Steel’ with Italy, Hitler felt obliged to militarily assist the Italian dictator in a war theatre for which he personally had few plans. It would also later transpire that the Führer had not been informed of Mussolini’s ambitious plans for expansion in Greece and Ethiopia either!
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7./JG 26 arrived in the Mediterranean from its Battle of Britain airfield in the Pas de Calais with a fine reputation, carved during the long summer of the previous year. During its brief stay in Sicily, the small unit was to become the scourge of the RAF Hurricane squadrons charged with defending Malta
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Under the tactical control of X.Fliegerkorps, JG 27’s three Staffeln were despatched to North Africa with the tough and resourceful Hptm Eduard Neumann as their commander. The Gruppe was composed mostly of experienced pilots, many with multiple victories to their credit. Like ‘Edu’ Neumann himself, individuals such as Obit Ludwig Franzisket (14 kills), Obit Karl-Heinz Redlich (10) and Lt Willi Kothmann (7) arrived in the desert thoroughly familiar with their ‘Emils’, having flown the nimble fighter during both the Blitzkrieg of Western Europe and the Battle of Britain. Neumann’s history with the Messerschmitt fighter stretched back even further, as he had flown Bf 109Ds with the Condor Legion in Spain, where he opened his own score with the destruction of two Republican aircraft.

Similarly impressive combat records were boasted by other JG 27 pilots, the victory list of the most successful being headed at that time by Oblt Gerhard Homuth with 15. Some way down this roll was Oberfh Hans-Joachim Marseille with 7. The respective I Gruppe Staffelkapitanen were Redlich (ten victories) (I./), Hptmn Erich Gerlitz (three victories) (2./) and Homuth (3./). The overall victory tally for I./JG 27 pilots on arrival in the desert stood at 61.

Although it only possessed the standard full Gruppe strength of about 90 aircraft, I./JG 27 posed a very real threat to Allied air operations. In their new arena, the Jagdflieger faced RAF units generally flying aircraft that had seen much service, ex-Battle of Britain Hurricanes being the premier Allied fighter throughout the region. Britain had been forced to give the Middle East a low priority until the threatened German cross-Channel assault of 1940 had been contained. A trickle of new and replacement aircraft had hardly begun to arrive in Egypt by the time JG 27 went operational in Libya. Nevertheless, Allied aircraft outnumbered the Germans, a situation that was to prevail even when additional Axis units were sent to North Africa.
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Photographed at Catania, in Sicily, in early April 1941. Staffelkapitan, and Ritterkreuztrager, Hptm Karl-Heinz Redlich (left foreground, holding papers) briefs his I./JG 27 pilots before their long overwater flight to Ain El Gazala, in Libya (Schroer)

Established at Ain El Gazala, located on the Mediterranean coast facing the Gulf of Bomba between Tobruk and Tmimi, JG 27 used Gambut as a forward base, positioning one Staffel there for the day’s sorties, with the fighters returning to Ain El Gazala each evening. In the early days pilots purchased locally personal items of kit from Arab (and Jewish) traders including clothing, as there had been little provisioning made by the Luftwaffe general staff for protracted periods of flying in desert conditions. Pilots did, however, have their own regulation issue uniforms and lighter-weight ‘summer’ kit, which they wore most of the time, matched with warmer clothing as necessary.
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Surrounded by empty fuel drums, and boasting a much loathed centreline drop tank, the tropicalised Bf 109E-7 of I./JG 27 Gruppen Adjutant Oblt Ludwig Franzisket is warmed up at Catania prior to departing for North Africa – several dusty and slipstream-beaten groundcrewmen keep a firm hold on the tail whilst their pilot pushes the throttles of the aircraft’s, DB601A engine up against the quadrant stops to check the powerplant’s operability (Schroer)

In broad terms the Western Desert had a pleasant enough climate on the coastal strip where most of the airfields were located, although the maxim that high daytime temperatures were invariably followed by extremely cold nights had to be allowed for by anyone intending a protracted stay. The Germans also realised that in regard to provisions and equipment, all of which was initially in short supply, the main North African ports of Tripoli and Benghazi lay at the end of a very long supply line. Aircraft spares were a continual problem and maintenance had to be carried out in the open, hampered by a general lack of tools, heavy lifting equipment and vehicles.

While the Bf 109E was becoming outmoded in other theatres, it was more than adequate for JG 27’s task. This became abundantly clear after the first clashes with enemy aircraft; any inherent drawbacks with the ‘Emil’ were easily compensated for by pilots who already had hundreds of hours on the type, and had a great affection for it.

To prevent excessive engine wear on Bf 109Es operating under sandy or dusty conditions, a number of ‘tropicalisation’ modifications had been made in 1940. These included a filter for the port side ram air intake for the Daimler Benz DB 601A engine, lubricant cooling and generator ventilation. In addition, pick up points for a 300 lt (66 Imp gal) belly drop tank were also fitted, and despite the Jagdfliegers’ dislike of these items, due mainly to their inherent fire risk, extra tanks were useful for long flights over the sea. JG 27’s aircraft carried drop tanks en route to North Africa, but little use appears to have been made of them subsequently.
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When I./JG 27 transferred

[image: images] SOUND TACTICS [image: images]









[image: images] TOBRUK [image: images]













[image: images] CRETE [image: images]
















OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img005.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img006.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img007.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_img002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_cover.jpg
J-"OSPREY AIRCRAFT OF THE ACES"«2 -






OEBPS/images/9781782006763_line.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_logo.jpg
(SPREY

PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/9781782006763_title.jpg





