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BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION

The German invasion of the Soviet Union, code-named Operation Barbarossa, was a campaign unparalleled in both its scale and ferocity. Within weeks of its launch early on the morning of 22 June 1941, the frontline stretched a staggering 2780 miles (4480 km), linking the Arctic wastes of the Barents Sea in the north to the sub-tropical shores of the Black Sea in the south.

At first glance, the opposing armies appeared to be almost evenly matched. The Germans committed 120 divisions to the initial assault, holding a further 26 in immediate reserve, making a total of 146 divisions – some three million men in all. Facing them, the Soviet army had 149 divisions stationed in its westernmost military districts.

But the German and Russian divisions differed greatly in composition and strengths. Take the all-important tank, for example, which played such a crucial role throughout the campaign in the east. At the outset the Germans deployed 17 armoured divisions (plus a further two in reserve) against the Soviet’s 36 – a seeming majority of two-to-one in favour of the Red Army. In reality, a Russian armoured division of 1941 numbered some 400 tanks, whereas its German counterpart varied between 150 and 200 . . . a fourfold advantage to the Soviets.
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At the start of Barbarossa the sole single-engined fighter presence in the far north was provided by the ten Bf 109Es of the Jagdstaffel Kirkenes. This E-7 (complete with dust filter!) patrols the barren shores of the Arctic Ocean . . .

On paper, the Red Air Force enjoyed a similar numerical superiority. It is a little remarked fact that the Luftwaffe embarked upon Barbarossa, the Wehrmacht’s most ambitious undertaking, with far fewer frontline aircraft (2598) than it had deployed either at the start of the Blitzkrieg in the west in May 1940 (3826) or at the height of the Battle of Britain some three months later (3705).
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. . . whilst at the other end of the 2780-mile (4480-km) long front, this Friedrich rests between sorties safeguarding the Black Sea coast. Assigned to southernmost Jagdgruppe, III./JG 52, the aircraft was the mount of future Knight’s Cross winner Obergefreiter Friedrich Wachowiak

In terms of single-engined fighters, the Jagdwaffe had exactly 619 serviceable machines (predominantly Bf 109Fs) ranged along the eastern front on the eve of the invasion. This was just over two-thirds (68 per cent) of the fighter arm’s total available strength, the remaining third being deployed in the west, the homeland and the Mediterranean.

Yet it was in the east that Luftwaffe fighter pilots (understrength and overstretched as they were) would achieve the highest individual scores in the history of aerial warfare – scores that would be deemed impossible in other theatres and by other air forces.

Osprey’s Aircraft of the Aces series has been based throughout on the accepted British and American definition of an ‘ace’ as being any fighter pilot with five or more aerial victories to his credit. Using this figure as a yardstick, a volume of this size dealing with the subject of the Bf 109 pilots on the eastern front would perforce consist of little more than a list of names. There are well over 5000 Luftwaffe fighter pilots in this category!
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Indicative of the imbalance between the eastern and western fronts, the scoreboard on the rudder of this machine shows that its pilot, Oberfeldwebel Edmund Wagner of 9./JG 51, had claimed just one western victory prior to Barbarossa. With the first snows of the winter just starting to fall, Wagner has already added 54 Soviet kills. He would achieve two more before being killed in action against low-flying Pe-2s on 13 November 1941

In fact, the Jagdwaffe itself did not often use the dogmatic term ‘As’ (ace) in relation to a specific number of victories. They preferred the more generic ‘Experte’, which was taken to mean any pilot of outstanding ability and achievement. The author has spoken to several Luftwaffe fighter pilots credited with 50 or more aerial victories – a far higher total than any western Allied ace – only to be told, in all seriousness, ‘I was no great Experte. You really ought to talk to . . . ’, and here would follow the name of some stellar individual with three or four times the number of the speaker’s own kills.
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Another of JG 51’s NCO pilots, Oberfeldwebel – later Leutnant – Otto Gaiser is representative of the many hundreds of eastern front flyers who amassed scores in the high double figures, and yet who are practically unknown today. Gaiser had claimed 74 victories by the time he too was killed in a low-level encounter (this time with four Il-2 Stormoviks) early in 1944
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In the history of aerial warfare, only two fighter pilots have achieved more than 300 victories – Hauptmann Erich Hartmann (left) and Major Gerhard Barkhorn (right), both of JG 52
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II./JG 3’s Oberfeldwebel Ullmann points to an area on the map where he has just downed an enemy machine. The Werkmeister of 6. Staffel has reason to look doubtful, for the crash site could not subsequently be located, and the claim remained unconfirmed

The Luftwaffe hierarchy seems to have been taken almost unawares by the success of its own fighter pilots. In the opening months of the war 20 aerial victories would ensure the claimant the award of the Knight’s Cross. Towards the close of hostilities some long-serving pilots would have amassed well over 100 kills in the east before they received this coveted decoration.

[image: 1]

Oberleutnant Kurt Sochatzy, Staffelkapitän of 7./JG 3, was more fortunate. A witness on the ground took this telephoto shot of one of his victories – a Tupolev twin – as it headed down into the trees with no chance of recovery. Sochatzy claimed 38 Soviet kills (and a single No 603 Sqn Spitfire whilst on the Channel Front) before being rammed during a dogfight with an I-16 over Kiev on 12 August 1941. He would spend the next eight years in captivity in the USSR

Nothing better illustrated the yawning chasm between eastern and western front conditions than the prestigious ‘century’ of kills. Only a select handful of Luftwaffe fighter pilots topped the 100 mark in action solely against the western Allies. By contrast, over 70 pilots achieved this feat in the east. Eight claimed more than 200 victories, and two even surpassed the 300 figure!

In the light of post-war investigation, it is now conceded that overclaiming occurred in every air force. Mostly this was attributable to the heat and confusion of battle. Sometimes it was a case of genuine error – the trail of smoke emitted by a Bf 109 diving away at full throttle fooled many an Allied fighter pilot or air gunner into believing that his opponent was mortally hit. Only in very rare instances was it a matter of deliberate deceit. And any pilot suspected of falsifying his victory claims was given very short shrift by his peers.
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Major Gerhard Barkhorn is congratulated upon the completion of his 1000th operational sortie. The ribbons on the garland list the countries over which he has fought since joining II./JG 52 in August 1940 – (from bottom left) Denmark, Belgium, Soviet Union, France, England and Holland. By war’s end Barkhorn would have flown no fewer than 1104 missions

Each of the combatant air forces tried to regulate claims by a strict set of conditions. None more so than the Luftwaffe, which required written confirmation of the kill by one or more aerial witnesses to the action, plus – if possible – back-up confirmation, also in writing, from an observer on the ground. Given the amount of paperwork this engendered back at OKL in Berlin, it is little wonder that it could sometimes take a year or more for a pilot’s claim to receive official confirmation.

Despite such bureaucratic safeguards, some of the more astronomical claims by Luftwaffe pilots on the eastern front still remain the subject of discussion, doubt and downright disbelief. So how were they achieved?

There is no simple answer, but rather a unique set of circumstances which was not replicated in any other campaign.

Firstly, it must be borne in mind that Luftwaffe pilots did not fly ‘tours’, with lengthy breaks in between, as was the practice in Allied air forces. Most remained operational until either killed, incapacitated or elevated to a staff position. Apart from periods of leave, there were many who served in frontline units throughout the entire war, from the first day of hostilities until the last.

Also, for much of the air war in the east, the Jagdwaffe enjoyed undisputed superiority in those three essentials to survival and success – equipment, training and tactics.

The Bf 109 was a far better fighting machine than anything the Soviets possessed during the early years of the air war in the east. In the opinion of some veterans it remained so until the very end – ‘unencumbered (i.e. without additional underwing weaponry such as gondolas or rocket tubes), the Bf 109 was superior to the Russian Yak-9’.
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The barrel-like shape of an abandoned I-16 sitting alongside this Friedrich of II./JG 54 illustrates the yawning chasm in design technology between the Soviet and German fighter arms during the opening phases of Barbarossa

Secondly, all Jagdwaffe combat leaders had enjoyed the priceless benefit of thorough training. Ironically, some – such as Lützow and Trautloft – had even attended the clandestine fighter training school at Lipezk, north of Voronezh, which the Reichswehr had operated in conjunction with the Soviets between the years 1925 to 1933. Many had also flown with the Condor Legion in Spain, and more recently a great number of fighter pilots had seen action in Poland, the west and the Balkans. This wealth of expertise and experience in turn gave them the flexibility to devise new and effective tactics to counter any situation they might meet in the air.

Much of the above could equally well apply to all the other campaigns in which the Jagdwaffe was involved. What made the eastern front different was the second half of the equation – the nature and make-up of the opposition.

The Stalinist purges of the late 1930s had emasculated the Soviet armed forces, cutting huge swathes through their ranks. Many air force officers, including those with recent combat experience (in Spain, the Far East and Finland), were dismissed, imprisoned or worse. This not only robbed the Red Air Force of an invaluable core of experts, it thoroughly cowed those who remained, stifling any initiative they might otherwise have displayed, and ensuring that they followed every official operational edict to the letter irrespective of the consequences.

In an effort to make good the losses brought about by its own actions, the Kremlin then ordered a rapid expansion of Russia’s armed forces. But time was not on the Soviets’ side. With the emphasis on numbers rather than quality, pilot training was hurried and perfunctory. Consequently their performance was, in general, of a much lower standard than that of the Luftwaffe during the opening rounds of Barbarossa. This inflexibility and inexperience is borne out by the combat reports of German pilots, which are full of accounts of formations of Russian aircraft either ‘sticking rigidly to their course and altitude as they were chopped down one by one’, or ‘milling about in the air like a huge, chaotic swarm of bees’.

Inadequate training does not imply lack of courage on the part of the Soviet pilots. Quite the reverse. Unable to bring down their opponents in any other way, many resorted to ramming. Dubbed ‘taran’ attacks by the Russians, the first recorded instance of this ultimate act of desperation occurred within minutes of the launch of Barbarossa.
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Although not a high scorer himself, Hannes Trautloft’s wealth of early experience – from the Lipezk training establishment to service with the Condor Legion in Spain – made him the archetypal fighter leader. He commanded JG 54, the famous ‘Green Hearts’, from 1940 to 1943

At 0415 hrs on 22 June Junior Lieutenant D W Kokoryev of the 124th Fighter Regiment knocked the tail off a reconnaissance Do 215 near Sambruv after the guns of his MiG-3 had jammed. Ten minutes later the 46th Regiment’s Senior Lieutenant I T Ivanov despatched a He 111 bomber in similar fashion during a dogfight above Rovno. Unlike the former, Ivanov did not survive his encounter. On 2 August he was posthumously awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union.

The early battles took a heavy toll of the Red Air Force. Anxious to replace their losses and get pilots to the front as quickly as possible, training programmes did not rise above the barely adequate for many months. It was not until the latter stages of the campaign that a marked improvement came about. But by that time the Luftwaffe’s many Experten had themselves gained two or three more years of eastern front experience. And although they took no chances with their Soviet opponents – never knowing when they might come up against one of the Red Air Force’s ‘naturals’ – most are convinced that they retained a definite edge over the Russian rank and file throughout.

The same totalitarian obsession with numbers governed the Kremlin’s dictates to the Soviet aircraft industry. The portly Polikarpovs which had fought for Republican Spain were obsolete or obsolescent by the summer of 1941. Three ‘modern’ designs had begun to enter service in 1940. But all suffered severe teething problems and were full of faults.

The Yak-1 was unreliable and had poor firepower. Both the LaGG-3 and MiG-3 lacked manoeuvrability, and were particularly unforgiving to novice pilots. Those selected to fly the LaGG joked grimly (but only amongst themselves) that the aircraft’s initials stood for ‘Lacquered Coffin Guaranteed’. Even pilots with many hours on Polikarpovs found the new monoplanes sluggish and hard to handle.

Despite this, production figures came before performance. Numbers of aircraft
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