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THE AIRCRAFT

ALLIED: BOMBERS




	Boeing B-17G Flying Fortress
	Crew: 10
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	Engines: 4 x 1,200 h.p. Wright R-1820



	Wingspan: 103 ft 9 in (31.5 m)


	Length: 74 ft 9 in (23 m)


	Max Speed: 287 m.p.h. (462 km/h)


	Cruising Speed: 180–185 m.p.h. (257 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 35,000 ft (10,668 m)


	Armament: 13 x .50 (13 mm)-calibre machine guns


	Bomb Load: 6,000 lb (2,724 kg)




	Handley Page Halifax III
	Crew: 7
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	Engines: 4 x 1,650 h.p. Bristol Hercules XVI radials or Rolls-Royce Merlin XX


	Wingspan: 104 ft 2 in (31 m)


	Length: 71 ft 7 in (22 m)


	Max Speed: 282 m.p.h. (454 km/h)


	Cruising Speed: 220 m.p.h. (354 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 24,000 ft (7,315 m)


	Armament: 8 x .303 Browning machine guns


	Bomb Load: 13,000 lb (5,897 kg)




	Avro Lancaster
	Crew: 7
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	Engines: 4 x 1,460 h.p. Rolls-Royce Merlin


	Wingspan: 102 ft (31 m)


	Length: 69 ft 4 in (21 m)


	Max Speed: 287 m.p.h. (462 km/h)


	Cruising Speed: 220 m.p.h.


	Service Ceiling: 24,500 ft


	Armament: 8 x .303 Browning machine guns


	Bomb Load: 14,000 lb (6,350 kg) or 22,000 lb (9,979 kg with modification)




	Consolidated B-24 Liberator
	Crew: 10
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	Engines: 4 x 1,200 h.p. Pratt & Witney R-1830


	Wingspan: 110 ft (33.5 m)


	Length: 67 ft 2 in (20.4 m)


	Max Speed: 290 m.p.h. (467 km/h)


	Cruising Speed: 215 m.p.h. (346 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 28,000 ft (8,534 m)


	Armament: 10 x .50 (13 mm)-calibre machine guns


	Bomb Load: 8,000 lb (3,629 kg)





ALLIED: FIGHTERS





	Lockheed P-38 Lightning
	Crew: 1 Pilot
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	Engines: 2 x Allison 1,600 h.p. V-1710


	Wingspan: 52 ft (15.8 m)


	Length: 37 ft 10 in (11.6 m)


	Max Speed: 414 m.p.h. (666 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 44,000 ft (13,411 m)


	Armament: 1 x Hispano M2 .78 in (20 mm) cannon, 4 x .50 (13 mm)-calibre M2 Browning machine guns, 4 x M10 4.5-in (114 mm) rocket launchers




	North American P-51B Mustang
	Crew: 1 Pilot
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	Engine: Packard Merlin V-1650 (Rolls-Royce Merlin 61 under licence)


	Wingspan: 37 ft 0.5 in (11.3 m)


	Length: 32 ft 2.5 in (9.8 m)


	Max Speed: 440 m.p.h. (708 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 41,900 ft (12,770 m)


	Armament: 4 x .50 (13 mm)-calibre M2 Browning machine guns




	Supermarine Spitfire Mk IX
	Crew: 1 Pilot
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	Engine: Rolls-Royce 1,720 h.p. Merlin 66


	Wingspan: 32 ft 6 in (9.9 m)


	Length: 31 ft 1 in (9.5 m)


	Max Speed: 408 m.p.h. (657 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 42,500 ft (12,954 m)


	Armament: 2 x Oerlikon .78 in (20 mm) cannons and 2 x .50 (13 mm) M2 Browning machine guns




	Republic P-47 Thunderbolt
	Crew: 1 Pilot
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	Engine: Pratt & Witney 2,000 h.p. R-2800 radial


	Wingspan: 40 ft 9 in (12.5 m)


	Length: 36 ft 1 ft (11 m)


	Max Speed: 433 m.p.h. (697 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 43,000 ft (13,106 m)


	Armament: 8 x .50 (13 mm)-calibre M2 Browning machine guns





LUFTWAFFE: FIGHTERS





	Focke-Wulf 190 A-8
	Crew: 1 Pilot
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	Engine: 1 x 1,677 h.p. BMW 801 radial


	Wingspan: 34 ft 5 in (10.5 m)


	Length: 29 ft 5 in (9 m)


	Max Speed: 408 m.p.h. (657 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 37,430 ft (11,408 m)


	Armament: 2 x .50 (13 mm) MG 131 machine guns and 4 x .78 in (20 mm) MG 151 cannons




	Junkers 88 G-1 Night-fighter
	Crew: 3
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	Engines: 2 x 1,677 h.p. BMW 801 G-2


	Wingspan: 65 ft 10 in (20 m)


	Length: 50 ft 9 in (15.5 m)


	Max Speed: 342 m.p.h. (550 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 32,480 ft (9,900 m)


	Armament: 4 x .78 in (20 mm) MG 151 cannons, 2 x .50 (13 mm) MG 131 cannons and 1 or 2 x MG 151 Schräge Musik cannons




	Messerschmitt 109G
	Crew: 1 Pilot
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	Engine: Daimler-Benz DB605A-1


	Wingspan: 32 ft 6 in (9.9 m)


	Length: 29 ft 7 in (9 m)


	Max Speed: 398 m.p.h. (640.5 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 39,370 ft (12,000 m)


	Armament: 2 x .5 in (13 mm) MG 131 machine guns and 1 x .78 in (20 mm) MG 151 cannon




	Messerschmitt 110F
	Crew: 2 (3 for night-fighter versions)
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	Engines: 2 x 1,475 h.p. Daimler-Benz 605B


	Wingspan: 53 ft 4 in (16.3 m)


	Length: 40 ft 6 in (12.3 m)


	Max Speed: 370 m.p.h. (595 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 36,000 ft (10,970 m)


	Armament: 2 x .78 in (20 mm) MG 151 cannons & 2 x 1.2 in (30 mm) MK 108 cannons




	Messerschmitt 210
	Crew: 2
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	Engines: 2 x 1,332 h.p. Daimler-Benz DB601F


	Wingspan: 53 ft 7 in (16.3 m)


	Length: 37 ft (11.3 m)


	Max Speed: 350 m.p.h. (563 km/h)


	Service Ceiling: 29,200 ft (8,900 m)


	Armament: 2 x .78 in (20 mm) MG 151 cannons, 2 x .3 in (7.92 mm) MG 17 machine guns and 2 x .50 (13 mm) MG131 machine guns
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PRINCIPAL PERSONALITIES

(ranks at February 1944)

Americans

Lieutenant Clarence ‘Bud’ Anderson

Pilot, 363rd Fighter Squadron, 357th Fighter Group (P-51).

Major-General Frederick Anderson

Commanding officer, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth Air Force.

General Henry ‘Hap’ Arnold

Commander-in-chief, United States Army Air Forces.

Captain Duane ‘Bee’ Beeson

Pilot, 334th Fighter Squadron, 4th Fighter Group, VIII Fighter Command, US Eighth Air Force (P-47 and P-51).

Lieutenant-Colonel Don Blakeslee

Commanding officer, 4th Fighter Group (P-47 and P-51).

Major-General Jimmy Doolittle

Commanding officer, Eighth Air Force.

Lieutenant-General Ira Eaker

Commanding officer, Eighth Air Force, then Mediterranean Allied Air Forces.

Major Francis ‘Gabby’ Gabreski

Pilot, 61st Fighter Squadron, 56th Fighter Group, VIII Fighter Command, US Eighth Air Force (P-47).

Captain Don Gentile

Pilot, 336th Fighter Squadron, 4th Fighter Group, VIII Fighter Command, US Eighth Air Force (P-47 & P-51).

Sergeant Larry ‘Goldie’ Goldstein

Radio operator, 563rd Bomb Squadron, 388th Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth Air Force (B-17).

Lieutenant Bob Hughes

Pilot, 351st Bomb Squadron, 100th Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth Air Force (B-17).

Lieutenant Bob Johnson

Pilot, 61st Fighter Squadron, 56th Fighter Group, VIII Fighter Command, US Eighth Air Force (P-47).

Lieutenant James Keeffe

Co-pilot, 566th Bomb Squadron, 389th Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth Air Force (B-24).

Major-General Bill Kepner

Commanding officer, VIII Fighter Command, US Eighth Air Force.

Lieutenant William R. Lawley

Pilot, 364th Bomb Squadron, 305th Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth Air Force (B-17).

Sergeant Hugh ‘Mac’ McGinty

Tail gunner, 524th Bomb Squadron, 379th Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth AF (B-17).

Lieutenant J. Kemp McLaughlin

Pilot, 326th Bomb Squadron, 92nd Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth AF (B-17).

Sergeant John Robinson

Waist gunner, 703rd Bomb Squadron, 445th Bomb Group, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth AF (B-24).

Lieutenant-General Carl ‘Tooey’ Spaatz

Commanding officer, United States Strategic Air Forces in Europe.

Major Jimmy Stewart

703rd Bomb Squadron, 445th Bomb Group, 2nd Division, VIII Bomber Command, US Eighth AF (B-24).

Lieutenant T. Michael Sullivan

Bombardier, 429th Bomb Squadron, 2nd Bomb Group, US Fifteenth Air Force (B-17).

Lieutenant Robert ‘Sully’ Sullivan

Navigator, 32nd Bomb Squadron, 301st Bomb Group, US Fifteenth Air Force (B-17).

Captain Dick Turner

Pilot, 356th Fighter Squadron, 354th Fighter Group, VIII Fighter Command, US Eighth Air Force (P-51).

British

Squadron Leader Gordon Carter

Navigator, 35 Squadron, Pathfinder Force, RAF Bomber Command (Lancaster).

Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris

Commander-in-chief, RAF Bomber Command.

Air Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal

Chief of the Air Staff.

Flight Lieutenant Russell ‘Rusty’ Waughman

Pilot, 101 Squadron, 5 Group, RAF Bomber Command (Lancaster).

Canadian

Flight Lieutenant Bill Byers

Pilot, 429 ‘Bison’ Squadron, 6 Group, RAF Bomber Command (Halifax).

German

Margarete Dos

Red Cross nurse living and working in Berlin.

Generalmajor Adolf Galland

General der Jagdflieger.

Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring

Commander-in-chief, Luftwaffe.

Oberst Hans-Joachim ‘Hajo’ Herrmann

Inspector of Night-fighters, CO 30 Jagddivision, Wilde Sau (FW190).

Oberleutnant Wilhelm ‘Wim’ Johnen

5/Nachtjagdgeschwader 5 (Me110).

Leutnant Heinz Knoke

5/Jagdgeschwader 11 (Me109).

Feldmarschall Erhard Milch

Deputy commander, Luftwaffe.

Generalmajor Josef ‘Beppo’ Schmid

Commanding officer, 1 Jagddivision.


Prologue

Dogfight over Germany

AROUND 3.30 P.M., SUNDAY, 10 October 1943. Forty-nine P-47 Thunderbolts were speeding towards an already ferocious aerial battle. Ahead and below, more than 130 B-17 Flying Fortresses were attempting to drop bombs on the marshalling yards at Münster in north-west Germany. Over the target, puffs of flak – heavy anti-aircraft fire – were bursting all around them in dark smudges of smoke. But the bombers were strung out over around 6 miles and the tight formations of those still heading to the target were being harried and shot at by large numbers of enemy fighters, as were those that had already dropped their loads and were now turning westwards for their bases in England. Tracer from machine guns arced across the sky, and bombers were falling out of their tight formations, trailing flame and smoke, others disintegrating mid-air.

This was a long trip for the Thunderbolts, single-engine fighters that could fly this far, some 50 miles into Germany, only with the addition of auxiliary fuel tanks. These were now jettisoned, making each of the P-47s suddenly and dramatically faster and more manoeuvrable once the extra weight and cause of drag had gone. Then someone shouted, ‘Forty bandits! Seven o’clock to the bombers, same level! Shaker Three, out!’ In his Thunderbolt, Lieutenant Robert ‘Bob’ Johnson knew they had the perfect ‘bounce’ – that is, a surprise dive on the enemy with the advantage of height: at some 30,000 feet they were easily 8,000 feet above the melee and had manoeuvred across the sky so that the sun was behind them. The P-47s were being led by Major Dave Schilling of the 62nd Fighter Squadron; Johnson was part of the 61st. Each squadron flew with sixteen pilots and planes, and these two, along with the 63rd FS, made up the 56th Fighter Group. ‘Zemke’s Wolfpack’ they were known as after their brilliant group commander, Colonel Hubert ‘Hub’ Zemke. They were the leading fighter group in the US Eighth Air Force, with more enemy planes shot down than any other. Johnson was proud of that. They all were, and now it looked as if they would soon be adding to that tally.

As Schilling and the men of the 62nd FS peeled off and dived, Johnson followed, catching a glint of the sun on his wingtip as he flipped the big 7-ton ‘Jug’ over and pushed the stick forward. The needle on the air speed indicator soared, while Johnson felt himself pushed deeper back into his seat, the g-forces pulling across his skin.

For long months since arriving in England in April that year, Johnson had been a wingman, playing second fiddle and watching the back of his buddy, but now he was the lead in his pair, and Bill Grosvenor was watching his tail. A wingman was 75 per cent of a lead pilot’s eyes, Johnson reckoned. A good wingman meant the lead could get on with the job of shooting down the enemy, knowing he did not have to spend half his time protecting his own tail. Johnson realized this was about as good as he could ever hope for: the advantage of height, speed and surprise, and with someone to protect him for a change rather than the other way around.

A little way ahead, another pilot was opening fire on a Focke-Wulf 190. Smoke was already streaming from the German’s wings. Bullets – little beads of tracer – arced and spat across the sky. A second FW190, presumably a wingman, swept in, already too late to protect his leader. Johnson saw him, pressed down on the starboard rudder and with his left hand opened the throttle wider, then with his right pushed the stick slightly over so that his Thunderbolt turned towards the German fighter. He had him in his sights, but fleetingly only, because his enemy knew he was too late to save his comrade but not himself and so, flicking over, he dived earthwards.

Johnson glanced around – where the hell was Grosvenor? – and saw the sky full of turning, swirling planes. Abandoning the FW190, he pulled up and, swivelling his head frantically, could suddenly see no Thunderbolts at all but plenty of Germans. Got to hit ’em, he thought, take them off the bombers. Away to his left, a Messerschmitt 110 twin-engine fighter, with two Focke-Wulfs, all three in a long, shallow dive towards the bombers and waiting for the Me110 to get in range to fire its rockets. If those hit a bomber it was all over. A B-17 could take a hell of a beating, but it had no answer to a rocket – a 90lb projectile full of high explosive that could create a hole 30 yards wide.

Got to break them, get in there fast, Johnson told himself. A kick on the rudder pedal, open the throttle and the Thunderbolt sped towards the enemy planes, Johnson bringing his gunsight on to one of the Focke-Wulfs. Both the 190 pilots saw him and pulled their fighters up into steep climbs. To hell with them. Johnson now lined up the 110, big and increasingly filling his sights. Spotting him, the German pilot tried to evade, twisting and turning, but the two-engine Zerstörer – ‘Destroyer’ – was not agile enough and, by using the rudder, Johnson was able to press his gun button and rake the Messerschmitt from side to side. The Me110’s rear canopy disintegrated in a spray of Perspex and metal, then the navigator-gunner flung up his arms and collapsed.

There were hits all over the stricken enemy fighter. Desperately, the pilot tried to get away, then flipped the plane hard to port. Johnson slammed his foot down on the rudder, eased back the stick, then rolled, his Thunderbolt responding smoothly and cleanly like the thoroughbred she was when handled by such an experienced pilot. Now the Messerschmitt filled his sights once more. Finger on the gun button, the shudder from a short burst, and eight lines of smoking, bright tracer as the bullets of the big .50-calibre machine guns converged and tore the 110 apart. Johnson sped past, so close that his Thunderbolt shook from the violence of the explosion. Bits of debris clanged sharply against his own airframe as he hurtled through the mass of flame, smoke and obliterated enemy aircraft.

Stick back, throttle forward and a surge of power as he climbed up out of the fray to where he could see more clearly the air battle that was now raging. There was space behind him and to his right, but no sign of Bill Grosvenor. German fighters filled his view, some firing rockets towards the bombers. All around him he saw FW190s, Me109s and 110s, and the newer upgraded twin-engine Messerschmitt, the 210, and even some Junkers 88 twin-engine bombers. Repeatedly they were attacking the bomber stream, diving in and stabbing at them, swirling around the vast formation like angry wasps. Johnson watched their cannons and machine guns sparkle, then suddenly he saw a large leap of flame as another rocket was launched. There was a bigger flame in the sky too: a bomber plunging earthwards, spinning grotesquely. Parachutes blossomed – that was something – half-spheres of white against the vivid blue, the streaks of smoke and flash of flame and luminescent dots of tracer. Fighter planes everywhere, but, curiously, none seemed to have spotted Johnson in his big Jug.

Now he saw three Focke-Wulfs diving down hard towards the rear of the bombers, several thousand feet below. Johnson realized he was the only friendly fighter between them and the Flying Fortresses, so he pulled the stick to his left, put his foot down on the port rudder, flicked the Thunderbolt over and dived down like a banshee. His closing speed was over 700 m.p.h., which made it difficult to score any hits, but he hoped he could ruin their attack and protect the Fortresses.

He spotted one of the Focke-Wulfs climbing steeply and turning towards him. These boys want to fight! Johnson thought to himself. Keeping a close watch on that 190 out of the corner of his eye, he continued to dive towards the lead Focke-Wulf, convinced the German now turning towards him could not possibly hit him. He pushed the stick further forward. The speed and g-forces were immense as he dived ever more steeply: 80 degrees, 90 and then the vertical. Still he pushed the stick forward until the fighter dipped under the vertical so that he was starting to loop upside down as he readied himself to open fire on the lead 190. The angle of his dive meant he was hurtling towards the enemy plane at 90 degrees: the 190 streaking towards the bombers and he in his P-47 diving in from above. Despite the speed, his mind was clear. Carefully, he increased the lead, aiming off so that the Focke-Wulf and his bullets would converge. A squeeze of the trigger, then that familiar judder of the aircraft as the machine guns fired. White flashes peppered the 190, little stabs of orange as they struck. The cockpit shattered, then a sudden flash, an intense glare, as the fuel tanks burst and erupted into flames.

A loud crack and Johnson’s plane jarred. He felt the hit. The climbing third Focke-Wulf, guns still twinkling. A cannon shell tore into the tail of the P-47, snapping a rudder cable. The Thunderbolt rolled. A blinding flash just ahead and the lead Focke-Wulf exploded, flame and matter flung outwards. Johnson gripped the stick through the debris, but the Thunderbolt was slow to respond. Then at last the nose began to turn and the big fighter climbed once more. As the speed dropped, Johnson pushed the stick forward and regained level flight.

But no respite. Ahead, slightly to his port, a grey Me110 sped towards him, guns winking. Streaks of tracer and smoke rushed harmlessly past. Johnson kicked on the rudder – a slight yaw was all that was needed and the Me110 would be kill number three – but the rudder did not respond. No rudder! A rocket flashed towards him just above his head. Johnson ducked involuntarily, then pushed open the throttle and climbed once more until he had reached 30,000 feet and some kind of safety. Far below the air battle had shifted, slipping away, fighters still swirling around the bombers like hornets, but little dots now.

Johnson flew on, straight and level, trying to gauge just how bad his situation was. One rudder cable snapped, gaping holes in his tail and fuselage. It wasn’t good. The stricken Thunderbolt might be managing to fly now, but he knew at any moment it could easily slip out of control and into a spin, or worse, from which he would not be able to recover. That realization was enough. Pulling back the canopy, he released his belt and shoulder straps and readied himself to jump.

Wind slapped hard as he began to climb on to the seat. But he was a long way up and there below was Germany. Nazi Germany. Enemy territory. Perhaps, he thought, it would be better at least to try to reach one of the unoccupied countries. Then he remembered how a couple of months earlier one of his fellow pilots had nursed a Thunderbolt home successfully. That Jug had been in a worse state than his. Using one arm to pull the broken rudder cable, he did nothing more than gather a length of wire, but then thought of the rudder trim tabs and – yes! – they responded. It wasn’t much, but by working the stick and using his ailerons and the rudder trim he was able gradually to bring the Thunderbolt around so that he was heading west in the direction of home. He was now flying back over the air battle as it continued to drift westwards, bombers and fighters still swirling around the sky. Johnson began to feel scared; there were too many aircraft with black crosses and he was in a crippled plane that needed careful nursing home and nothing more. On the other hand, just below him and utterly oblivious of Johnson and his Thunderbolt above, was a Focke-Wulf, flying straight and level. It was hard to imagine a juicier target, ripe for the plucking. And because Johnson was just twenty-three years old and because his job was to shoot down Germans, he dropped the nose, opened the throttle and began to dive towards him.

Another Thunderbolt now dropped in front of him, cutting in on his prey, then opened fire at close range and blew the 190 out of the sky before continuing with his dive, on the lookout for other targets.

Johnson, recognizing it was time to quit while he was still just ahead, pulled back on the stick and climbed up to safety again, then began calling for help on the RT. A pilot named ‘Hydro’ Ginn responded – from the 62nd, not Johnson’s 61st Fighter Squadron, although in Zemke’s 56th Fighter Group everyone knew everyone pretty much.

‘Bob, we have you in sight,’ he heard Ginn say over his headphones.1 Johnson looked around and saw three of them heading towards him in a shallow dive.

‘Come, escort me,’ Johnson replied. ‘I got a little problem here and I don’t know when I am going to have to bail out.’

He was still flying all out. ‘Bob, for God’s sake,’ said Ginn, ‘cut that thing back.’

Doing as Ginn suggested, he pulled back on the throttle and was relieved to be joined by fellow P-47s on either side.

‘To hell with walking out,’ he told them.2 ‘I am going to fly!’

On the way home they were bounced by two German fighters. Johnson’s protectors saw them early, climbed up to meet them and the would-be attackers rolled away. Without those friends, he would have been dead meat.

At last they neared the English coast, but Johnson was still not home and dry. Over England lay a heavy cloud mass, dense, low and through which nothing could be seen. For twenty minutes they descended slowly in a wide spiral, hoping they might spot a break in the cloud. And then, as if by magic, the gap they needed appeared and below them lay their airfield. Hydro Ginn was the first to land, but Johnson’s buddy Ralph kept circling, warning the control tower to get the fire engine and ambulance ready. Now came the moment of truth: Johnson flew towards the runway, low and still at around 120 m.p.h., using the trim tabs to steady the big Thunderbolt. Suddenly the ground was rushing towards him. Easy does it! One wheel then a second hit the ground heavily, too fast, but Johnson slammed on the brakes, the port rudder cable taut in his hand.

Slowing now, and eventually the big Jug came to a halt. Power off, then Ralph Johnson’s Thunderbolt pulled up alongside, but fog was closing in. As he clambered out and jumped down from the wing, Johnson was conscious that he had had the luckiest of escapes. Then came exhilaration: two kills, which his gun cameras would soon confirm. That made five to his name in all and made him an ace – the fifth American pilot in the European theatre to achieve that coveted accolade. ‘It was,’ he noted later, ‘a great and auspicious moment for me.’3

Bob Johnson had been one of some 216 Thunderbolts dispatched in waves that day to protect the bombers. That was five fighter groups, and between them they had shot down twenty enemy aircraft for the loss of just one of their own – a good ratio. Even so, the raid had cost VIII Bomber Command another 326 casualties, of whom 306 were still missing in action. Of the fourteen Flying Fortresses from the 100th Bomb Group, for example, just one had made it back. That was a truly devastating level of losses. One hundred and twenty men from that single bomb group and one airfield alone had gone. Such casualties were not sustainable. Not sustainable at all. Men like Bob Johnson were doing a great job – they were besting the enemy when they caught up with them – but they were not protection enough. Not yet at any rate. But it was the fighters, not the bombers, that held the key: to wrest back the initiative from the Luftwaffe, they needed many more and better fighter aircraft than those of the enemy, flown by pilots with greater skill and experience and employing superior tactics, and, perhaps most important of all, with greater range.

But in the dark days and nights of the autumn of 1943, bringing these six criteria together still seemed a long way off.
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CHAPTER 1

For the Love of Flying

BY OCTOBER 1943, Britain had been in the war for just over four years and the United States for almost two. For Britain, the war had brought a number of defeats, from the terrible shock of the collapse of France at the hands of Germany in 1940, to the catastrophic loss of Singapore, Malaya and Burma to the Japanese in early 1942. Yet there had been some notable triumphs too. The emphatic defensive victory in the Battle of Britain in the summer of 1940 had changed the entire course of the war, forcing Hitler to fight a long and attritional war Germany could not afford, and to turn east into the Soviet Union in June 1941 far earlier than ever originally intended. It was a gamble that had failed: the Soviet Union had not collapsed and Germany, increasingly short of vital resources, had been forced to fight a war on multiple fronts, an eventuality Hitler and his commanders had been so desperate to avoid from the outset.

Then there had been the Allied victory in the Battle of the Atlantic, which, in the circumstances of the wider war, had so far proved the most important theatre of all, for without access to the world’s sea lanes – and specifically the Atlantic because all global shipping passed through that ocean en route to Britain – neither Britain nor the United States would be able to fight Germany, nor the United Kingdom take on Japan either. Britain, quite sensibly, had poured a huge amount of effort into winning this all-important clash at sea. In terms of the number of ships being built and in vital technological advances, as well as in the strikes scored against the Kriegsmarine, the German Navy, by as early as May 1941 Britain had reached a point where she was no longer going to lose that particular battle. Two years later, in May 1943, the U-boats, the biggest threat to Allied shipping, had been emphatically defeated. This meant that not only were the sea lanes largely clear, but that the Allies could now properly plan the road to final victory because they now knew how much shipping they could expect to reach Britain safely from around the world.

Then there had also been the victory in North Africa, fought first with the successful harnessing of her Dominions and Empire – and the Free French – and later, in Tunisia, with the help of new coalition partners the United States, whose troops had landed in Northwest Africa in November 1942. Yet while America had entered the war only in December 1941 following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the USA had been helping Britain long before that. With the fall of France, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had quietly begun to ready America for war. Her tiny pre-war army began to expand, her minuscule air corps rapidly increased and became the biggest focus of the exponential growth in defence spending, and her navy vastly enlarged. Isolationism, so ingrained in 1939, gradually began to slip into the shadows as America’s burgeoning commercial home industry was turned over to armaments production. By December 1941, the USA had certainly become, as Roosevelt had pledged, an arsenal of democracy, but the journey there had begun back in the summer of 1940, eighteen months before formally entering the war. And as with Britain’s war effort, America’s journey to become the world’s leading armaments manufacturer had been a long and rocky one with plenty of lows as well as highs along the way.

Air power, however, had been central to both Britain’s and America’s military growth, and a key part of their strategy. ‘Steel not flesh’ was the mantra; both nations were determined to use modern technology and mechanization to limit the number of their young men who actually had to fight at the coalface of war. Compared with Nazi Germany or the USSR, for example, with their enormous armies and already monstrous casualty lists, this was proving a remarkably successful and efficient strategy. Air power had halted German ambitions in 1940, had helped win the Battle of the Atlantic and had saved the British Eighth Army in the summer of 1942 as it had fallen back in retreat to the Alamein line in Egypt; Allied air power had also made a massive contribution to the victory in North Africa and, more recently, to the successful conquest of Sicily. Yet in terms of the strategic air campaign against Germany – that is, the bomber war – it was only since March 1943, just half a year earlier, that the commander-in-chief of RAF Bomber Command, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Harris, had been able to launch his all-out air assault on Germany, and only in the past couple of months, a year on from its first operations from Britain, that the US Eighth Air Force had accumulated enough bombers and fighters to make a significant contribution to this effort to bludgeon Germany from the air.

Now, though, other constraints were emerging, and not least the weather. Already, summer had become a distant memory. The days were shortening and the skies darkening with what seemed like incessant low cloud and rain. It was largely down to the weather, for example, that between 1 and 10 October 1943, the pilots of the 56th Fighter Group had flown just three operational missions.

On the other hand, such light combat flying was good news for these fighter boys and for the future prospects of VIII Fighter Command. Without question, American fighter pilots were given a far better chance of survival than any other of the world’s air combatants. They began their flying training in the wide open skies of Florida, Texas, Arizona and elsewhere – parts of the United States where the sun invariably shone, cloud cover was mostly minimal and which enabled them to begin their flying careers with a consistency and intensity that was just what was needed. It was true that Canadians, Australians, South Africans and many embryonic RAF pilots were also able to make the most of peaceful clear blue skies through training schemes in the US and in British Dominion countries, but few were sent to operational units with as many hours in their logbooks as US fighter pilots. A British fighter pilot by 1943 might have around two hundred hours’ flying by the time he joined his squadron; a US fighter pilot would have more like three hundred.

Entire fighter groups were being formed in the US and, like Bob Johnson and others, had trained and then headed overseas to England together. What’s more, a number of them had already learned to fly long before joining the United States Army Air Forces (USAAF). Bob Johnson was a case in point. Born and raised in Lawton, Oklahoma, he was the son of a motor mechanic and so grew up around engines and automobiles. When he was eight, his father took him to see a travelling barnstorming team, after which he became determined to fly. By the age of eleven he was working for a cabinetmaker when not at school and saving up to learn to fly. A year later, having saved enough, he began flying lessons and, incredibly, soloed after less than six hours’ flying time. Later, while still at college, he joined the Civilian Pilot Training Program and managed to notch up over a hundred hours in his logbook before the start of his sophomore year. By the time he joined the Army Air Forces in the summer of 1941, he already had hundreds of hours under his belt. In the United States – even as it emerged from the Depression – it was possible to be the teenage son of a car mechanic and still learn to fly privately.

Once arrived in Britain, American fighter pilots had plentiful supplies of high-octane aviation fuel and, with just one operational mission every few days, plenty of time to hone their skills further. New pilots arriving to join the 56th FG, for example, were now entering an increasingly combat-experienced outfit. A rookie would arrive with a pretty good feel for his aircraft and with already decent flying skills; standards were high and it was all too easy to get washed out, as Major Francis ‘Gabby’ Gabreski, Bob Johnson’s flight commander, had discovered during his training.

The son of first-generation Polish immigrants from Oil City, Pennsylvania, Gabreski began flying lessons while at Notre Dame University, but much to his dismay, and in sharp contrast with Bob Johnson, quickly discovered he lacked any kind of natural aptitude. After around six hours’ instruction he ran out of money, but then the Army Air Corps – as it had been at the time – recruiting team turned up on campus. Aware that Poland had already been consumed by Nazi Germany and the Soviets, Gabreski decided to do his bit to help and so joined up. The trouble was, as his flying training began, he struggled to overcome his heavy-handedness and was soon put up for an elimination flight. This was his final chance to prove himself; thankfully, he managed to scrape through and was given a second chance. He was lucky, as few others were given that opportunity, and by March 1941 he had accrued more than 200 hours in his logbook.

From there he was posted to Hawaii, where he had plenty of time to increase his flying hours further. After surviving the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, life seemed a bit monotonous. It was all very well practising, but he wanted to get involved in the war, and with his Polish roots he was keen to get over to Europe to fight the Nazis. Aware of the Polish squadrons now in the RAF, he began wondering whether he might transfer to one of them and put in a request to do so.

Much to his surprise, his application was taken seriously and he was sent halfway around the world to England with instructions to report to the embryonic Eighth Air Force Headquarters at Bushy Park in south-west London. After flying the full raft of Eighth Air Force aircraft, albeit with no specific role, he finally got his transfer to 315 Polish Squadron in the RAF. Nearly two years after being awarded his wings in the US, Gabreski flew his first combat mission in January 1943. A month after that, he was posted out of the RAF and back into the USAAF, to join the 56th Fighter Group, initially based at Kings Cliffe, a satellite of RAF Wittering in Cambridgeshire. ‘Remember, my friend,’ Tadeusz Andersz, a fellow pilot at 315 Squadron told him before he left, ‘don’t shoot until you’re close enough to make a sure kill.’1

It was good advice, and when Gabreski reported for duty to Colonel Hub Zemke, the CO of the 56th, this pilot who had so nearly dropped out of training had been transformed. He still had a lot to learn about combat flying, but he had so many flying hours in his logbook, he no longer had to think too much about the actual flying part – that was pretty much second nature – and could focus on the combat element instead. What’s more, he’d been able to learn from hugely experienced pilots like Tadeusz Andersz and took that with him to the 56th.

Gabreski was assigned to the 61st Fighter Squadron and given command of ‘B’ Flight. Each fighter group had three squadrons, rather like an RAF wing or a Luftwaffe fighter Gruppe. An American squadron, however, was much larger than either the German or British equivalent, with around forty aircraft and a similar number of pilots. This was roughly four times the size of a Luftwaffe Staffel and almost double the size of an RAF squadron. Admittedly, American fighter pilots joining VIII Fighter Command were generally flying longer combat sorties than their opposite numbers, but they were still flying a fraction of the number of sorties expected of Luftwaffe pilots. Rarely would an American fighter pilot fly on operations on two consecutive days, and often only once or twice a week. As it was, the 56th FG’s pilots did not fly operationally until 13 April – in other words, a further six weeks’ training after their arrival in England. Gabreski, for one, was not even on the roster to fly that mission; only sixteen out of the forty flew – that is, two flights of eight. Nor was he assigned to fly two days later on the 56th’s next mission. He finally flew on 17 April and then a harmless ‘rodeo’ – a fighter mission using bombers as bait – to the Belgian coast. They saw nothing.

Gabreski found the slow start frustrating, but in every regard this nurturing of fighter pilots was a better deal for them than the approach of the Luftwaffe General Staff to their German counterparts. Combat flying was incredibly exhausting, both physically and mentally, so the fewer the combat missions, the fresher the pilots remained and the further their store of courage was likely to go. It also meant, of course, that there was more time to practise and hone skills, and to build up flying hours, which in turn meant their chances of survival in combat were greater.

By the autumn of 1943, Gabreski had become Bob Johnson’s squadron commander in the 61st and had two Focke-Wulf 190s shot down to his name. He was, by this time, a fine pilot and, more to the point, a highly trained and skilful fighter pilot who was able to throw his P-47 around the sky to the maximum of its capabilities and had a wealth of experience that he could pass on. He was also part of an outfit that was growing in confidence and ability, and was about as physically fit for the task in hand as was possible. This meant that when rookie pilots arrived, once in the close and convivial environment of the squadron and group, there was ample opportunity to listen and to feed off the more experienced pilots like Gabreski and Bob Johnson. They could practise dogfighting, iron out gunnery skills and build up hours in their logbooks. There was time for them to improve. Even when first made operational, they were very unlikely to be sent on a long trip. Rather, it would be a ‘milk run’ to northern France, where the chances of meeting many enemy were slight and where they could get a feel for operational life without undue risk. This gave the growing US fighter force in England an increasingly large advantage over the enemy.

Men like Bob Johnson might have arrived in England with some eight hundred hours in their logbooks, but there were also a number of American fighter pilots who had already been here in England flying and fighting the Luftwaffe long before the United States had even entered the war and who, when the Eighth Air Force was first considering how to build a fighter arm, were therefore on hand with a great deal of combat experience on which to draw – a huge asset for the new formation.

The 4th Fighter Group lived down the road from the 56th at Debden, a former RAF fighter base during the Battle of Britain. South of Cambridge, and just a few miles from the north Essex market town of Saffron Walden, it was a well-equipped base complete with distinctive RAF-style brick mess buildings, officers’ quarters, hangars, workshops and ammunition and fuel stores. Many of the men of the 4th had been based there for more than two years already, as the core of them had earlier flown for the RAF, first in squadrons throughout RAF Fighter Command and then in a wing of three ‘Eagle’ squadrons made up entirely of American pilots. It was fair to say the men of the 4th thought of themselves as a cut above any other American fighter group in the Eighth, or any other air force for that matter.

Executive officer of the 4th – that is, deputy commander – was Lieutenant-Colonel Don Blakeslee, already something of a legendary figure within VIII Fighter Command. Handsome, square-jawed and with pale blue eyes, he was a 6-foot, square-shouldered bull of a man, decidedly tribal and someone never known to beat about the bush. A superb pilot but a notoriously bad marksman, what he lacked in shooting prowess he more than made up for in his innate ability to lead others. He was gruff, bluff and never shy about swearing, but others were drawn to him and his magnetic personality that oozed confidence and self-belief.

He also loved flying and had done ever since he was a boy watching the Cleveland Air Races near where he lived at Fairport Harbor, Ohio. With money he saved from working at the Diamond Alkali Company, he and a friend bought a Piper J-3, which they flew as much as they could. In 1940, however, his friend managed to crash and write it off, and they had neither the insurance nor the funds to get another. Blakeslee didn’t want to stop flying, however, so took himself to Canada and joined the Royal Canadian Air Force, having assured his mother he was being taken on as an instructor and would never go into combat.

After training in Canada, he reached England in May 1941. Although the first all-American Eagle Squadron had already been formed within RAF Fighter Command, Blakeslee was posted to 401 Squadron at Biggin Hill, to the south of London in Kent. After two hundred hours of operational flying he was told he was being taken off ops and would have a recuperative stint as an instructor. Blakeslee was not interested in that at all, so applied to join 133 Squadron, one of the Eagle squadrons, which was then based at Great Sampford, a satellite airfield to Debden in Essex.

By the summer of 1942, a number of the Eagle originals were eligible to be rotated back home to the US and that included the CO of 133, Carroll ‘Red’ McColpin. However, on an escort mission to France, their Spitfires got held up by excessively strong headwinds and eleven out of the twelve flying were lost, while the twelfth crash-landed back in England. This left a skeleton squadron, shaken to its core and with absolutely no esprit de corps; Blakeslee was charged with picking them up and leading them as their new CO. His approach, on his first evening in charge, was to forgo any speeches but instead to stand on the bar in the mess and announce that drinks were on him. ‘He was a great believer in the RAF tradition of hard drinking and high living,’ noted Jim Goodson, who joined 133 Squadron at that time and who also became a mainstay of the 4th Fighter Group, ‘and never permitting either of them to interfere with constant readiness to fly, and fly well, at any time.’2 At well after one in the morning, by which time the pilots were mostly semi-conscious, Blakeslee announced they all needed to be ready to fly at 6 a.m.

It was usual for fighter planes to take off in pairs or, at a push, in fours, but that next morning Blakeslee ordered them to take off together – all sixteen of them – in formation. After the spontaneous gasp of horror, Blakeslee yelled at them to move and they all headed out to their waiting Spitfires. And somehow, they all managed to do exactly as he had demanded. ‘Tighten up!’ yelled Blakeslee.3 ‘Let’s show these bastards!’

The bastards in question were the other Eagle squadrons at nearby Debden, and sure enough, before most of the 133 Squadron pilots had had a chance to think too much about what was happening, they were flying in perfect formation at 500 feet. And right over Debden. By the time they landed, everyone was talking excitedly, with a palpable, breathless pride. ‘That evening,’ added Goodson, ‘Blakeslee wasn’t the only 133 pilot with the belligerent swagger.’4

Soon after, the Eagle squadrons were transferred into the US Army Air Forces – specifically the Eighth – and were given new squadron numbers: 133 Squadron became 336th Fighter Squadron in the newly formed 4th Fighter Group, and the old RAF rondels were scrubbed out and repainted with USAAF stars.

Blakeslee had been happy to keep his Spitfires and was none too amused when, the following April, he was told they would be re-equipping with P-47 Thunderbolts. On 15 April 1943, he was leading the squadron on a ‘ramrod’ – fighter escort for a bombing mission – over Belgium when they spotted a couple of FW190s. The German pilots dived out of the way and the squadron followed from a height of around 20,000 feet. By the time Blakeslee pulled out and blew one of the Focke-Wulfs to pieces, he was at just 500 feet and almost flying into Ostend. It was, however, the first recorded victory ever in a P-47 and it was entirely appropriate that this victory had been achieved by a 4th Fighter Group pilot and by Blakeslee in particular.

Back at base, Goodson, who before the mission had tried to persuade Blakeslee of its virtues, said to him, ‘I told you the Jug could out-dive them!’5

‘Well, it damn well ought to be able to dive,’ Blakeslee growled, ‘it sure as hell can’t climb.’

Not long after, Blakeslee was made executive officer of the entire Fighter Group, although only on the condition he could keep flying – and that meant combat flying. ‘We love fighting,’ he once said.6 ‘Fighting is a grand sport.’ He continued to love drinking too. When the mess secretary complained that the pilots were smashing too many glasses, Blakeslee replied, ‘Good show. Shows their spirit.’

Although Blakeslee’s personal score was gradually mounting, he never painted swastikas on his fighter plane like most others, nor did he get much better at shooting. ‘Hell, I can’t hit the side of a barn,’ he told a reporter. ‘There’s no sport in it for a guy who can shoot straight. The sport comes when somebody like me has to pull up behind ’em and start shooting to find out where the bullets are going.’ In a dogfight, he was everywhere – twisting, climbing, rolling, bellowing and blinding. Blakeslee swore like a trooper. But first with the 336th FS and then with the 4th Fighter Group, he was venerated as a fighting air leader par excellence – so much so that by the autumn of 1943 his fame had spread throughout the Eighth Air Force.

In many ways, Blakeslee was the embodiment of the spirit of the 4th, but he was far from unique in possessing an obsessive love of flying combined with stubborn single-mindedness and an unshakeable thirst for adventure. Being both single-minded and stubbornly determined were also most certainly attributes that could be applied to Captain Duane ‘Bee’ Beeson. From Boise, Idaho, 22-year-old Beeson had decided to become a lawyer and so had sold magazines and newspapers until he had saved up enough money to hitch-hike to Oakland, California, where he took a job as a hotel clerk while attending law classes. Then came the war and he decided to forgo a legal career to become a pilot instead and do his bit in the fight against Nazi Germany. Since there was no opportunity for him to join the US Army Air Corps at this time, he, like Blakeslee, went to Canada and joined the Royal Canadian Air Force instead.

Beeson was a young man with a fastidious attention to detail and, if he was going to do something, he did it properly. He regarded flying as something of a science, applied himself to the task in hand with zeal and, as had been his intention from the outset, by the summer of 1942 he was in England and a fighter pilot in the RAF. ‘In the RAF,’ wrote the 4th’s public relations officer, ‘he was always spoiling to go out and kill Germans, having picked up an unaccountable Hun phobia somewhere along the line.’7

Beeson had barely joined the Eagle squadrons before they were transferred to the Eighth and became the 4th Fighter Group. From the outset, he applied himself to getting ever better as a fighter pilot. At Debden, he built his own gunnery gadget to help him practise deflection shooting – aiming ahead so that his bullets and an enemy plane would converge. Very few pilots mastered this, but those who did had a massive edge because it allowed them to attack at an angle rather than just from directly behind. Beeson, who was a small, slight fellow with the face of a boy younger than his twenty-two years, also made a point of carefully studying the legendary fighter pilots who had gone before and working hard to put theory into practice. It was perhaps not surprising, then, that on 8 October 1943 he became the group’s first ace when he shot down two Me109s to bring his score to six.

Don Gentile, on the other hand, was another who was utterly obsessed with flying and who had, like Bob Johnson, decided at a very early age that it was going to become his life. ‘I can’t remember the time when airplanes were not part of my life,’ he said, ‘and can’t remember ever wanting anything so much as to fly one.8 Once I had started I had to keep flying.’ From Piqua, Ohio, Gentile – known to his pals in the group as ‘Gentle’ – was the son of Italian immigrants; he had a lean face and dark, decidedly Italian good looks. As a boy, he assiduously saved up for flying lessons and then, having earned some more by working as a waiter at his father’s club, he bought – without his parents’ authority – a beaten-up old plane for $300. Someone – Gentile never found out who – rang his mother and said, ‘Your son bought himself a death trap.’9 So it proved when the plane was checked over, but by then it was too late: the purchase had been made. ‘Okay,’ Gentile’s father told him, ‘You’ve learned a lesson.10 You’ve got $300 worth of experience now.’ Gentile eventually wore down his parents, however, and when he was seventeen his father bought him a $450 Aerosport biplane.

Gentile was a naturally gifted pilot, but like many teenagers he believed himself immortal and developed an unhealthy lust for speed. That biplane got him into a lot of trouble, because he liked nothing more than flying low over the town, the church, the school and buzzing the people below. He was still at high school when Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939 and immediately he realized it was a war that he had to get into as a pilot. His parents wanted him to go to Ohio State University on a football scholarship – he’d never paid much attention to his academic subjects – and a university education would have helped him get into the Army Air Corps. Gentile, however, had learned that the RAF was taking young American pilots like himself, so he joined up, trained in Canada, got his wings with an ‘above average’ qualification, then shipped to England to join 133 Eagle Squadron.

On joining the Eagles, Gentile quickly realized how much he still had to learn. ‘Flying an airplane is only a part of fighting with one,’ he said, ‘and most of the other part a man has to learn from his fellow soldiers, and from the enemy.’11 That was certainly true. He soon understood he had been very fortunate to reach the front line at a time when there was comparatively little operational flying and so was able to learn the ropes steadily and from others who already had a great deal of experience. His first few operational sorties were bewildering, but he learned, and slowly but surely his confidence grew. On 19 August 1942, during the air battle over the ill-fated Dieppe Raid, he had shot down first a Ju88 and then a Focke-Wulf. He also discovered he had superb twenty-ten vision. ‘Twenty-twenty is perfect,’ he said, ‘but twenty-ten is better than perfect … that half-second or one-second advantage it gives you over your enemy in picking the black speck of him out of a scud in the sky or the flecked-up greys, blues or blinding, bleached-out yellow is the difference, other things being equal, between killing or being killed.’12

By October 1943, Captain Don Gentile was a flight commander in the 336th Fighter Squadron and had some fifteen months of operational flying under his belt. Many of the 4th’s pilots were similarly experienced, yet Gentile knew he was still not the finished article and had much still to learn. He had become a flight commander only at the end of September when the previous commander, Captain Spike Miley, had finished his tour and headed home. Before he left, Miley had taken Gentile to one side and said, ‘All right, you’re red hot and it’s natural you should want to be a fire-cracker over here.13 But you’ve got boys following you now who have things to learn before they get red hot. They’re going to follow you wherever you take them. Remember that whenever you take them anywhere. It’s not only your brains that are going to get knocked out, but the brains of the kids who are depending on you.’ It was good advice, and Gentile knew it. He was determined he was going to look after the men in his charge and help them develop.

By the autumn of 1943, VIII Fighter Command was turning itself into a very impressive organization. It had highly motivated pilots of increasing skill and experience, and fine aircraft with which to fight. The weeks ahead promised them an opportunity to hone their skills yet further. In fact, the only missing ingredient was an aircraft that could take them deep into enemy territory. Although the pilots and aircrew knew little about new technological developments, the powers that be were working on it. When that conundrum was successfully resolved, VIII Fighter Command was going to prove itself a truly formidable outfit.


CHAPTER 2

Flying for the Reich

IN SHARP CONTRAST to the Americans, the Luftwaffe’s fighter arm was increasingly short of training, fuel and even aircraft that could keep pace with the Allies’ latest fighters. Like all aspects of Germany’s war effort, the air force was feeling the pinch, and badly so. No part of the Wehrmacht – the German Armed Forces – had been so overused and, frankly, under-appreciated. The Luftwaffe had come into being in 1935 and had emerged as a symbol of the new military dynamism of the Third Reich, with glistening new fighter aircraft, bombers and dive-bombers. Its pilots were Nazi pin-ups and during the early years of the war the Luftwaffe had led the way: screaming Stuka dive-bombers and lithe, feline, deadly Messerschmitt 109s had been among the primary symbols of the so-called Blitzkrieg, bringing a new brand of shock and awe as they swept over their enemies.

The Luftwaffe had been expected to continue this dominance and crush the RAF in the summer of 1940, then hammer British cities throughout that winter and the spring of 1941. It also had to spearhead the attacks on Malta, in the Balkans, against Greece and then against the Soviet Union. There had been no let-up. More and more was expected of the pilots and aircrew, with no defined regulations about tours of duty or even regular rest of any kind. Meanwhile, production of aircraft, despite Germany’s head start over other nations in the 1930s, had slowed and then become mired in bureaucracy and the hubris of many of the leading designers and manufacturers. The air force had also been forced to play second fiddle to the army when it came to allocations, while when things went wrong, as had been happening for the past two years, the Luftwaffe had often received the blame. The blazing spearhead had become the scapegoat.

Up until the summer of 1943, the Luftwaffe had maintained its presence over the front line wherever its ground forces were in action, which in the summer months of that year had been the Eastern Front and the Mediterranean. In early July, the army had launched Operation ZITADELLE to close off the Kursk salient in the Soviet Union, but even before that battle began, many of the air forces had already been transferred to the Mediterranean. The Eastern Front might have been where the bulk of the army’s divisions were fighting, but it was the Mediterranean where much of the Luftwaffe was operating. This had been catastrophic for them. Between June and September, the Luftwaffe had lost 704 aircraft over the Eastern Front but a staggering 3,502 in the Mediterranean, most of them in a vain effort to save Sicily and keep Italy in the war. This kind of effort simply could not be maintained and with RAF Bomber Command attacking German cities by night, and now with the American heavy bomber force increasingly attacking by day, the focus for the Luftwaffe had to be the defence of the Reich.

At this stage of the war there was absolutely no doubt about the outcome. This had been clear to the Allies back in January 1943 when the American and British Chiefs of Staff as well as President Roosevelt and Winston Churchill, the Prime Minister, had met at Casablanca to plan for victory in Europe. At the time, the Germans were suffering a terrible reverse on the Eastern Front, while it was expected the British and Americans would secure all of North Africa by May, in what was their first joint land campaign since the USA’s entry into the war.

So far, 1943 had proved the optimism of Casablanca had not been misplaced. In February, at Stalingrad on the Eastern Front, the German Sixth Army had been surrounded and annihilated, a defeat that had prompted deep shock at home. Twenty months after Hitler’s great gamble to invade the Soviet Union in June 1941, its failure had been dramatically laid bare. Then, in May, as predicted at Casablanca, the joint German–Italian forces in North Africa had been forced to surrender with the loss of even more men than at Stalingrad and considerably more aircraft, tanks and other materiel. That had been swiftly followed by ZITADELLE and the Germans’ last counter-attack in the east; a few days later had come the invasion of Sicily – the first Allied land attack on European soil – and by mid-August the island had fallen. By the end of July Hitler’s fellow dictator and ally, Benito Mussolini, had been overthrown. On 8 September, Italy signed an armistice and the following day Allied forces landed at Salerno, just south of Naples.

Germany simply could not compete with the industrial output, technological advances and vast global reach of the Allies, nor with the immense reserves of manpower and burgeoning war industry of the Soviet Union. By the autumn of 1943, Germany was short of just about everything, but especially of manpower, food and oil, the three requirements needed above anything else for a long attritional war.

The Nazi leadership continued to cling to the belief that wonder weapons would come to their rescue, but this was a vain hope; their atomic programme, such as it was, had been taken off any priority list and, in any case, was riven by the kind of rivalries and splintering of effort that was all too common within the Third Reich. Instead, hope rested with their missile programme – the V1 and V2, both currently still in development – with new-generation submarines and advances in airframes and jet power. The V1s and V2s, although brilliant technological breakthroughs, lacked any kind of accuracy, while the Type XXI U-boats had been developed far too late to be decisive. Finally, new jet engines had been hurried and were not as good or advanced as those now being developed in Britain. In other words, despite the fantasies of Hitler, none of these developments had the slightest chance of turning the war in the favour of the Germans.

However, Hitler’s expectations for the Luftwaffe remained enormously high. German aircraft production – and that of fighters especially – might have been on the rise, but there could be no escaping other shortages and, of those, fuel was the one that was hurting the Luftwaffe the most. There was simply not enough of that precious fluid for training or even for practising. Training was being cut and pilots were being sent to front-line units with only 150 hours or fewer in their logbooks – around half the hours of an American. Even once attached to an operational unit there was little opportunity for pilots to build up their skill levels or add hours to the logbooks outside operational flights.

Luftwaffe fighter pilots were expected to operate at an intensity that was utterly unsustainable. They would often be required to take off, meet the enemy, land back down, then, after refuelling and rearming, take to the skies again. There was no 24-hour pass each week and 48-hour pass every three weeks as there had been in RAF Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain. German fighter pilots were expected to keep flying. On and on, relentlessly. More often than not, the only way out of this cycle of endless operational flying was by getting shot down and wounded or, more likely, by being killed.

This rather undermined the inherent advantage of flying over home soil, where the distances flown tended to be less and where if a pilot was shot down and bailed out safely, he could return to the action right away. Furthermore, because German fighter pilots did not know when they would be attacked, they had to be on standby all the time, which, in turn, meant there were fewer opportunities for practice. American and British fighter pilots, in contrast, with their plentiful supplies of fuel and aircraft could practise pretty much whenever they liked, weather permitting.

Unsurprisingly, the rate of attrition in Luftwaffe squadrons was horrendous, and not just in new pilots. The Luftwaffe were treating their prized asset – the pilots – with the same lack of due care that both the Luftstreitkräfte and Royal Flying Corps had demonstrated in the First World War. It hadn’t done either side much good then and it wasn’t doing the Luftwaffe any favours now. But it could not be helped – not unless Germany brought the war to a swift end. Every nation is always bound to defend its homeland above all, and with Allied bombers pounding Germany’s cities there was an imperative that the Luftwaffe meet this threat as forcefully as they possibly could.

One of those flying almost daily in defence of the Reich was Leutnant Heinz Knoke, just twenty-two years old and an ace nearly four times over, with nineteen confirmed enemy aircraft shot down. Like the Pied Piper, he was from Hamelin, a small country town lying underneath much of the air battle that raged in the skies. Knoke had begun the war full of patriotic zeal and admiration for the Führer. When still only seventeen, he had gone for a pleasure flight at a public air display and there and then had determined to become a pilot. During the last, long summer before the war he had applied to join the Luftwaffe and had been accepted; a year later, in August 1940, as the Battle of Britain raged, he had finally been awarded his wings and been posted to fighters. More training followed; in those far-off, heady days the Luftwaffe still had the luxury of training its pilots properly without cutting corners, so not until just before Christmas 1940 was Knoke finally posted to his operational unit, Jagdgeschwader – Fighter Wing – 52.

More than two and a half years later he was still combat flying and now a hardened veteran. He was married too – young men like Knoke were old beyond their years; a boyish pilot grew up fast and, as for many in wartime, with the future so uncertain it paid to take the chance of love and happiness while he could. In his case, he had been taking cover in an air-raid shelter in Berlin on a brief foray into town while stationed at Döberitz, just outside the city. After giving up his seat to a ‘strikingly attractive’ girl, he had struck up a conversation. She was called Lilo and to begin with she had been reserved and even cool, but eventually his perseverance had paid off. On 24 March 1941, his twentieth birthday, he had asked her to marry him.

This would not have pleased the Luftwaffe’s General der Jagdflieger – General of Fighters – Adolf Galland, who took a dim view of his pilots getting married. He was happy for them to sleep around and sow their wild oats, but he thought it a mistake to allow them to settle down; he wanted them thinking about flying, not worrying about wives back at home. ‘Better wait until the war is over,’ was the response of Leutnant Öhlschläger, Knoke’s senior squadron officer, echoing Galland’s sentiments.1

‘But the war may drag on for thirty years,’ Knoke confided in his diary. ‘In any case, I do not want to wait so long before learning all about love.’ Galland, who had never been shy with the ladies, would have argued that the one did not at all depend upon the other, but Knoke was of a more traditional nature. Promising they would be wed as soon as he was able, he and Lilo were parted in May that year when Knoke was posted first to France and then, in June, to the Eastern Front for the invasion of the Soviet Union. A couple of months later he was posted west once more and granted both a brief leave and permission to marry his Lilo. A short registry office ceremony on 28 August was the best they could manage. The following day he was back with his squadron and flying once more.

Over the next two years this still extremely young man had continued flying. Relentlessly, come rain, come shine. During this excessively prolonged stint of front-line combat flying, he had developed the technique of dropping a single bomb on top of American bomber formations – literally, a hit-or-miss technique – which had prompted a personal call from Reichsmarschall Göring himself. He had also been given responsibility for training new NCO pilots arriving to join the fighter group and then had been placed in command of his own Staffel. He had lost his best friend and fellow pilot, Dieter Gerhard, and many other comrades beside, and had had more close shaves of his own than he cared to remember. Youthful exuberance had given way to weary resignation. Skill and experience helped a great deal, but Knoke had learned to accept that luck played a huge part. Ultimately, it was a numbers game in which the more one flew, the greater the chance one’s luck would run out.

He had thought it had done so on 17 August 1943, when the US Eighth Air Force’s bombers first hit the ball-bearing plant at Schweinfurt, some 100 miles east of Frankfurt and deep inside Germany. The Americans had lost sixty aircraft on that mission alone, but the Luftwaffe fighter force had suffered too. That day, and now flying with 5/JG11, Knoke had shot a Fortress down in flames, but had been hit in turn. His engine had been set alight, but he had managed to put out the fire and had been on the point of bailing out when instead he had decided to try to nurse
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