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Introduction



  

  




  Few weapons in the history of human conflict have so seamlessly melded both elegance and lethality into design and function as the German Messerschmitt Me 109 in the Second World War. Fewer still were the men able to wield this magnificent fighter plane with the skill, determination, and courage of legendary Luftwaffe fighter pilot Johannes Steinhoff. This fateful pairing of man and machine would prove one of the most deadly combinations in the tumbling skies of aerial combat over Europe during the entire war.




  Credited with 176 aerial victories, Steinhoff saw action in almost every major campaign in World War II. His amazing combat career took him through the very pinnacle of the Luftwaffe’s success in the fighting in France and Norway, crossing the English Channel to tangle with Spitfires and Hurricanes in the Battle of Britain, patrolling vast expanses of the Eastern Front, supporting Rommel’s Afrika Corps in North Africa, Rumania, and, finally, as witness to the Luftwaffe’s absolute nadir, flying the new jet fighter, the Me 262, in the desperate air defense of Germany itself. Steinhoff also flew in the skies over Italy in the summer of 1943 as Germany began to recede on all fronts. Gone was the thought of conquest, replaced now with the desire to survive.




  Messerschmitts over Sicily chronicles the frantic months of June and July 1943 as the Luftwaffe fought to stay alive. Johannes Steinhoff played a key role in that struggle. To read it in his own words is to feel yourself strapped into the cockpit of a Me 109 hurtling through a metal-torn sky, your head on a swivel, your stomach in your throat, and your heart racing.




  This is aerial combat as fought, and told, by one of its masters.




  Chris Evans




  Editor
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  Johannes Steinhoff




  CHAPTER 1


  




  Trapani, June 21, 1943


 

    At the Casablanca conference in mid-January, 1943, it was decided by the Prime Minister and President Roosevelt . . . that the island of Sicily should be assaulted and captured as a base for operations against Southern Europe and to open the Mediterranean to the shipping of the United Nations . . . The operation was to be given the code name “Husky.”




  —Field Marshal Sir Harold Alexander, “The Surrender of Sicily”




  [Although the landings in Sicily started on July 10] . . . Operation Husky properly begins on May 13, when the Tunisian campaign ended . . . As soon as Axis forces in Tunisia surrendered, Northwest African Air Force was able to turn its entire attention to softening up Sicily . . .




  —Samuel Eliot Morison, Sicily—Palermo—Anzio




  The Allied air forces, estimated at 5,000 first-line aircraft, were opposed by no more than 1250 Axis machines, of which roughly half were German and half Italian. Of this number 320 German aircraft were available for operations, among them 130 fighters of the Messerschmitt 109 type.




  —Franz Kurowski, Das Tor zur Festung Europa




  On transfer from North Africa to the mainland via Sicily, the Group (Nos. 1 and 2 Wings) moved to Sicily and was reported operational on June 20, 1943.




  —War Diary, 77th Fighter Group, German Air Force







  We took the car through the narrow streets in the direction of the harbor. The vehicle bounced over the rough surface, its engine filling the air with noise. Behind us a wake of dust billowed up to the rooftops. Over everything—street, houses, doors, and shutters—lay a fine layer of white powder. Here and there a bomb had torn a hole in a house front.




  Not a soul was to be seen. It was air raid time and the town of Trapani had been abandoned by its inhabitants.




  We turned off down an alleyway just wide enough to let the vehicle through and emerged almost at once into glaring sunlight beside the quay. To our right was the semicircle of the bay ringed by white houses, windows shuttered. One door only stood open, its gaudy fly curtains hanging motionless in the sun. Two men in tattered black suits, caps pushed on to the back of their heads, squatted in the shade of the wall shelling mussels from a tin bucket. They ignored us completely.




  We climbed out of the car. Straden cocked his machine pistol and we made our way over the soft sand down to the water’s edge.




  The little port was shaped like a horseshoe. To the west we could see the Mediterranean, its leaden surface apparently motionless under the blazing midday sun, merging imperceptibly with the dazzling vault of the sky.




  To our left two rusting, abandoned lighters lay alongside the quay. The harbor was small and shallow. Oil slicks streaked the surface of the stagnant water. Seaweed and mussels grew thickly on rotting timbers.




  “It can’t be far away,” I said, pointing. “I saw it yesterday from the air. There’s a white sandy beach over there.”




  Returning to the quay wall, we walked past the houses and across a neglected garden. In a few moments we were again beside the sea.




  Here the air was somewhat fresher, and there was a warm gentle breeze blowing. The sandy beach stretched northwards as far as the eye could see. In the other direction lay Trapani, its white houses shimmering in the sunlight, while to the east Mount Erice rose up in the blue distance. Not a sound was to be heard. We undressed and lay down on the white sand.


  

  “How dead and empty it all seems now,” said Straden. “When we left North Africa for Sicily it was pretty obvious where we’d end up, sir, though we didn’t want to admit it at the time.”




  I let the sand trickle through my fingers and remarked, “A fine place to fight a losing battle in! Sicily’s all rock and no cover.”




  “They’ll finish us off here,” he said morosely.


  

  “But these past six weeks have given us a bit of time to recover. You’ve got to admit that.”




  “Yes,” said Straden, “compared with the two last months in North Africa this is like a convalescent home.”




  “Come on. We’d better bathe if we don’t want to get badly sunburned.” The water was lukewarm and we had to wade a hundred yards out before it even came up to our hips. Then we started swimming.




  Suddenly and for no particular reason a feeling of apprehension came over me, impelling me to turn around at once and make quickly for dry land. I raced back to the dunes and threw myself down on the sand. A breathless Straden arrived soon after. At that moment we heard the air raid warning signal—three rounds from an antiaircraft gun. High above the town three pale yellow flak bursts floated in the sky.




  “They’re on their way,” Straden said.




  As we hastily got dressed, there came the sound of engines, rising and falling.




  “Mitchells or Marauders. I wonder if they’re after our airfield?” Just as we were about to start back we heard the dull thud of explosions. Far away on the side of Mount Erice dirty brown dust clouds rose into the air. When we got to the car the harbor was empty and lifeless as before. Every door was closed. Even the men with the mussels had disappeared. We saw no one as we raced through the streets, our engine screaming.




  Straden parked the car in front of No. 2 Fighter Wing’s hut. Captain Freiberg, the commanding officer, rose from the entrance steps as we arrived. “About sixty Mitchells,” he said. “I don’t know yet what damage they’ve done. No. 1 Squadron seems to have been on the receiving end. The telephone line’s been cut.”




  Several pilots, sheltering in the shade of the olive trees, now stood up. Dust from the slit trenches still clung to their life jackets and to the knees of their trousers.




  Freiberg looked tired and overwrought; his sweat-stained forehead was almost concealed by a shock of fair hair. Like his pilots he wore a yellow life jacket that covered the upper part of his body and encircled his hips. Secured to it by a small snap hook was a yellow dye pouch. Straps round each calf held Very cartridges. On his feet he wore sandals. His khaki shirt was stained with sweat on the back and under the arms.




  How many times, I thought to myself, have I told him not to wear sandals when flying? One of these days he’ll have to bail out and if he’s lucky enough to come down on dry land, he’s going to break his ankles.




  Freiberg was twenty-six, a born pilot, but nervous as a thoroughbred. Everyone in the squadron knew that he drank, indeed that he was drunk almost every night. He had a panicky fear of bombing raids. Anyone could send him racing headlong for the slit trenches simply by hammering on the wall of the hut and yelling “Air raid!” But he had never shirked a mission. During the air battles over Malta and in the course of the North African campaign he had shot down ninety-nine aircraft. He wore the Knight’s Cross. For months now his hundredth victory had been eluding him.




  The telephone rang in the hut. No. 1 Squadron reported casualties among the ground staff but added that the antiair-craft fire from the eighty-eights had been effective.




  “We mustn’t lose our heads, Freiberg,” I said. “We’re going to need a lot of serviceable aircraft for what lies ahead. Within the next few days the General of Fighters [Galland] will be flying here to take charge of fighter operations with his HQ in the group operations room. He’s coming from Reich Air Defense and has the experience of the heavies we still lack.”




  “Quite, quite,” answered Freiberg moodily, “we’ve seen the marvelous reports about operations in the Reich. At breakfast they’re told politely that a gaggle of bandits is on its way from eastern England so they ought to take off around ten. And if they have to bale out or force land, they’re back home by lunchtime . . . But we down here have to fly over the lousy Mediterranean—always provided we get into the air—and if we have to bale out not a soul’s going to fish us out of the drink.”




  “All right,” I said soothingly, for I knew his ways. “But this is a theater peculiar to itself. In any case, things are going to get better very soon. Some big direction-finding equipment is going up near Marsala which will be able to pick up the heavies as soon as they’re on the way; in future we’ll be able to get into the air in good time whenever they attack Rome, Naples, or the Straits of Messina.”




  “There’s a direction finder on Mount Erice now,” put in Straden, “that pinpoints our exact position over the Mediterranean the moment we come on the radio-telephone. So they’ll be able to pull us out of the water after all.”




  “Who will?” asked Freiberg without looking at him.




  To get to the group operations room one had to drive up a steep dusty road full of hairpin bends and then turn left, below the high saddle and the village of Erice, along a bumpy track leading to a small piece of level ground immediately below the summit. From there the view was magnificent; to the southwest stretched the great expanse of the island while at one’s feet, almost, it seemed, within touching distance, lay the port and the white buildings of Trapani beside the bay. Adjoining the town was the airfield with its new concrete runway and further to the south the shimmer of the salt workings. Marsala could only be guessed at in the haze. In the distance the olive groves were no more than a blur of grayish green from which houses, villages, and small towns stood out like white smudges. Only the neighboring airfield at Chinisia was readily identifiable by reason of its light-colored runway.




  Behind the hut the rock face of Mount Erice rose steeply. For weeks now workmen had been busy excavating a cave in its side. Ever since our return to Sicily, their picks and pneumatic hammers had been battering away at the brown rock while the excavated material had piled up at the yawning entrance and was now as high as a house. The cave was to form a horseshoe around one of the immense natural pillars supporting the table of Mount Erice, and would thus have two exits. Although the work had not yet been half completed, the cave was already serving as an air raid shelter.




  No sooner had the vehicle come to a halt on the level ground than three flak bursts appeared above our heads—the air raid warning signal. The noon breeze, which had just risen, carried up to us the roar of engines as the squadron at readiness prepared to take off from the airfield below.




  “Which squadron?” I asked.




  “No. 2.”




  “Who’s leading?”




  “Zöhler.”




  There must have been some fifteen machines about to become airborne. We could see the swirl of dust in the blast pens as the engines started up, the hurried taxiing to the runway, the turning into the wind, and the rapid take-off. In the meantime the cool breeze off the sea had dispersed the haze. Below, the plain of Trapani was clearly visible. On the roads around the airfield we could see people running. Alerted by the warning antiaircraft shots, everyone who could do so was getting under cover. Up here, too, men were hurrying for the shelter of Mount Erice.




  Lieutenant Bachmann, my adjutant, was on duty in the operations room. In contrast to Straden, who was one of Germany’s leading athletes and who possessed a physique to match, Bachmann tended to corpulence and was averse to sport. His sallow manly features, framed by a shock of unruly hair, were the more expressive for his eyes, which were large and dark. He laughed often, revealing fine, regular white teeth. Whenever I took the group into the air these two officers, so dissimilar to each other, flew in my HQ flight.




  “Twin engines, sir,” Bachmann reported. “Making for Sciacca.”




  The group’s No. 1 Wing was in Sciacca.




  “Has No. 1 been warned?”




  “They have one squadron in the air. Godert’s leading.”




  Always Godert, I thought. A former sergeant, his face disfigured as a result of a crash, he had been the mainstay of his wing ever since the outbreak of war; steady and reliable, he had never missed a sortie. He did not possess the tracker’s instinct of the great fighter pilots, nor had he ever been able to acquire their skill in marksmanship. But he had trained generations of fighter pilots and taught them flying tactics. When, as a young second lieutenant, I had joined the Maritime Fighter Squadron in order to learn to fly fighters, I had been placed in the care of a flight sergeant who thereupon became my instructor. His name was Godert. From him I had learned how to keep station—as if glued in position—with my section leader when flying in close formation, how to attack and shoot, how to begin and break off a dogfight.




  One year later I was promoted and exchanged my rabbit’s role for that of section leader. All at once Godert became my wingman, following my maneuvers as if “glued in position” and carrying out my orders.




  Often, in the whirl of flying fighters in close formation, when the aircraft appeared to become weightless, when clouds, sun and horizon described circles through the windscreens and bracing wires of our biplanes, a grin would spread over Godert’s face and he would nod approvingly as if to say: “That’s the way. You’re doing fine.”




  “They’ve overflown Sciacca and are approaching Palermo. Zöhler has made contact with the enemy.” From the loudspeaker came the staccato sounds of exclamations, reports and orders, sounds capable of interpretation only by those who have repeatedly experienced that moment when interception is made and the enemy engaged. “Look out!” “Keep there!” “Angels ten!” “I’m attacking . . .”




  “They’ve turned around and are coming back over Mount Erice,” Bachmann said. Fresh position reports were reaching him all the time from our Aircraft Report Center. “Apparently there are Spitfires along with them. Palermo harbor has been attacked and they’re now at about ten thousand feet.”




  All at once the heavy flak went into action. Then the sound of engines became audible, the whistle of falling bombs. Tumbling out of the hut we saw that the western edge of the airfield was obscured by a cloud of dust. Dust plumes were rising from the olive groves surrounding the field. The flak was firing continuously at the sound of engines in the west, but the enemy formation itself was invisible to the naked eye. Shortly afterward No. 1 Wing reported that their squadron had landed. One pilot was missing; one bomber had been shot down over Palermo. Sergeant Reinhold had bailed out of his Messerschmitt but had landed safely.




  At dusk I drove with Straden to our billet. The roads were crowded with carts drawn by donkeys or horses, for the heat of the day—and with it the time for mass bombing attacks—was over. When we turned off the main road and took the narrow track along the ridge, a view of the sickle-shaped Bay of Bonagia opened up in front of us.




  We, the HQ officers, lived and ate in a small inconspicuous villa. It stood in a vineyard, its front color-washed in pink. This was the domain of Corporal Rieber, my batman, mess cook, and orderly—in short, my maid-of-all-work. He was a glass-blower by trade and there was not a man in the whole group whose weight or chest measurement exceeded his. For this reason he needed neither name nor rank and everyone addressed him simply as “Tubby.”




  Four months previously, following the arduous defensive battles in the Caucasus, when a brief spell of home leave from my fighter wing had been cut short by my unexpected posting to North Africa, I had asked for my kit to be sent on after me as soon as possible. Two months later—we were in Sicily by then—Tubby had reported to me with my baggage. He had been my batman for a number of years and wanted to stay with me.




  I climbed the narrow stairs to my room. My camp bed stood against the wall by the door. Under the chair lay the small brown suitcase scarred by its travels through the various battle zones in which the armed forces of the Greater German Reich were or had been involved. Wherever my Messerschmitt might take me, this case was my constant companion. The ingenious Rieber was expert at filling it with the things I needed until the heavy baggage caught up with us. The French windows giving onto the balcony stood wide open. Beyond, the waters of the bay were illuminated by the last of the evening light while houses, slopes, and rocks glowed deep yellow. It was a scene of such classical beauty that it hurt when one remembered the gravity of our situation.




  I dropped on to the bed to relax for a little. Smells of Rieber’s cooking wafted through the house. It was a comforting, peaceful atmosphere, the silence broken only by friendly, familiar sounds—the scraping of a chair, water hissing in the pipes. And then, all at once, came the low roar of aircraft engines.




  The Wellingtons are starting early today! I thought. Every night they came over immediately after dark. Like the old biplanes used by the Russians, theirs was a nuisance role, the object being to create anxiety and spoil our rest. They would drop their bombs at regular intervals around our airfield, on the HQs and on the billets. And we loathed them, for the nights were short and we were overtired and wanted to sleep.




  Waking with a start from the deep sleep into which I had involuntarily fallen, I saw Tubby standing at the foot of my bed.




  “The meal is ready, sir,” he announced.




  It was dark by now. The wooden shutters of the dining room were closed, for otherwise swarms of insects would have found their way inside. The evening had brought no relief from the heat.




  The HQ officers were assembled at the table—Straden, Bachmann, and Bernhard, the last a young second lieutenant whom we called “the Imp.” Although he had been with us for only two months, no one could remember why he had been given the nickname. He had left school at seventeen, normal regulations having been modified to allow him to matriculate, and had been awarded his “wings” as a fighter pilot after a shortened officers’ training course. He would soon be celebrating his twentieth birthday. The old hands at HQ looked after him and were getting him ready for operations. But since our arrival in Sicily Bernhard had been quiet and withdrawn. The boy looked anxious and worried as though aware that a new chapter in the air war was about to begin; no doubt the others’ flippant tone was rather beyond him. When spoken to he would emerge as if from a different world, at pains to be impeccably polite. It was my impression that he had had little or no sleep during the past nights.




  In addition to the officers, Sergeant Zahn also sat with us at table. He flew in my HQ flight. A motor mechanic by trade, he was a gifted pilot and reacted dependably, courageously and with precision whenever he flew as my wingman. Tall and very fair, he came from northern Germany and he would jump at every opportunity of a sortie.




  While we were sitting at the table the electricity failed. Tubby, ever prepared for such an event, calmly placed a potbellied carbide lamp among the dishes. It cast a hard, bluish light, at the same time emitting an inordinately loud hiss. Straden turned to me. I knew that he really wanted to say something other than “This heat gets me down” or “Bloody Mediterranean” or “I feel absolutely clobbered.” But there seemed to be no point; all of us used the same debased wartime vocabulary that betrayed nothing of our true selves.




  In the half-light their faces showed up like flat, bluish green discs. How tired and worn out everyone was! Two months had now passed since the hurried evacuation of North Africa. At this particular moment the wan faces revealed what no one wanted to admit: We’ve been beaten. All of them—Bernhard excepted—had reached Sicily at the eleventh hour, mentally and physically exhausted. And there was little hope that circumstances would change.
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  It had been only by the skin of my teeth that I had managed to persuade the field marshal [Kesselring, Commander in Chief, South] that my group needed rest, that it was no longer a useful and effective fighting unit and that it should be taken off operations.




  The order to withdraw had come at the very last minute. The tragedy of Tunis was over and the German and Italian troops, together with the remnants of my group, were crowding into the narrow tongue of land that was Cape Bon on their way to captivity. During that night, when anarchy had begun to spread among the forlorn multitude, we received the signal: “77th Fighter Group will move to Sicily forthwith.” Fortunately, as it happened, my earlier experience at Stalingrad and the Kuban bridgehead had led me to arrange beforehand, and without my superiors’ knowledge, the transfer of almost all our ground personnel and equipment to the island.




  It had been more like a hasty retreat than a move. The group’s Messerschmitts landed at Trapani on May 8; they were riddled with bullets and had not been serviced for days. Inside the fuselage of each aircraft knelt a mechanic, peering over the pilot’s shoulder, a position he had reached with some difficulty by squeezing through the wireless hatch. Without a parachute and with no hope of escaping from his prison in an emergency, he was at the mercy of his fate and his pilot’s skill.




  The remnants of the group had taken off in dramatic circumstances. The air above Cape Bon, the final bridgehead, was controlled by Allied fighters. We had spent the night beside a small meadow, then, in the short North African spring, an uninter rupted sea of flowers. Our aircraft were able to depart only during the intervals when the Spitfires and Kittyhawks were relieving each other. Once airborne we sought to escape by flying at treetop height. There were dogfights and losses, and columns of smoke from shot down aircraft marked our course.




  As soon as the blue contours of Mount Erice rose up out of the sea, the exchanges on the R/T had recovered their old live-liness. Now that the worst was over, the possibility of crashing into the sea before reaching land or of having to abandon a badly damaged aircraft seemed so insignificant as to be absurd. We were all subject to this euphoria after an engagement. Filled with happiness, we would enjoy the few hours or days of life granted us until the next operation.




  Having landed on the runway at Trapani I had been on the point of finding out how things were with the remainder of my group when there was a surprise attack by a formation of British bombers. Hardly had the clouds of dust from the bomb bursts dispersed than the impending arrival of the field marshal was reported. Everything was in utter confusion. Somewhere, among the chaos of ambulances racing hither and thither and the burning aircraft on the edge of the runway, I had come upon Rottberg, who commanded the “destroyer” group then about to move to the mainland. “Delighted to see you,” he said, “and a happy birthday!” There was something comforting about his friendly grin.




  “Thank you. If I only knew how I could round up the remains of my poor old group. We can hardly prize our eyelids open—haven’t slept for days.”




  “I’ve got everything ready for you. So far twenty-four Me’s from your HQ flight and your second wing have landed. Now, of all disastrous things, we’ve just had a report that the field marshal is on his way. We’ll have to get him away from the airfield as quickly as possible in case a second wave comes along. He’ll be landing any minute now.”




  “That’s all we need . . .” As I was speaking, green Very lights, the signal for permission to land, rose up in front of flying control. The Dornier 217 lumbered awkwardly along the runway before coming to a halt on burst tires in the middle of the airfield.




  “Right,” Rottberg growled, “now we can drive over to receive him and play at being heroes. God forbid that a second wave should arrive!”




  We watched the Commander-in-Chief, South, emerge from a hatch in the belly of the aircraft. First there had appeared a pair of legs, the trousers adorned with a broad white stripe. Then the burly figure started to crawl out from under the fuselage. Behind him an aide-de-camp hastily unzipped a leather case, took out the field marshal’s baton and handed it to him.




  The field marshal’s face had radiated confidence and optimism. He bared his powerful teeth as he advanced toward Rottberg who, once the welcoming formalities had been concluded, advised him in urgent terms to leave the airfield as quickly as possible. But instead the field marshal turned to me to hear my report.




  “How are things going—what’s the state of your group?”




  “Rotten, sir. The group’s just a fragment of what it used to be. We now have only forty aircraft, none of them serviceable.”




  Here Rottberg intervened: “Don’t you think we should move away from the airfield? The next wave of bombers may be here at any moment.”




  The field marshal seemed imperturbable. “Why are you so nervous, gentlemen?” he asked. On the way to the car, he wanted to know all details of the raid.




  Once at Rottberg’s HQ, I tried to impress upon him the hopeless state of the group, adding that we needed a short rest from operations. But I failed.




  “We must lose no time in building up the defense of Sicily. You’ll have to try and give your people some rest here. I shall arrange for the allocation of aircraft, equipment and personnel, but from today your task is this: the defense of Sicily.”




  I made yet another effort: “Sir, the group is no longer a battle-worthy unit. Its combat value is precisely nil. Do, please, believe me when I say that after coming through the murderous defensive battles in North Africa and Tunisia my pilots are absolutely all in. The heavy casualties have utterly demoralized them. May I therefore request that they have a few weeks off operations?”




  My entreaties met with blank refusal.




  “The overall situation demands that your group remain operational.” With that he had got into his car to drive to
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  Front view of a Me 109 F-4/Trop of the 77th Fighter Group.




  Marsala, where the remnants of the army in Tunis, those who had survived the sea crossing, were disembarking.




  The following morning we had seen the field marshal off from the airfield. His heavily built figure was bowed as he came toward us and his hands, bandaged with white gauze, were supported by slings. The house beside the harbor, on whose upper floor he had been conferring with the naval commanders, had been hit during an air raid. His young ADC had been killed. The staircase had been destroyed and the field marshal had had to slide down a rope to reach the street. In doing so he had been unable to check the descent of his heavy body and had burned his palms.




  Before climbing into his aircraft he had turned to me with the words: “You may move to Bari in Apulia for a few weeks. But be quick about it. I shall want the group back in Sicily soon, fit for action.”
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  In the light of the carbide lamp, the local wine glowed like amber in the bottles. Tubby had roasted some Italian tinned meat and had placed fresh local cheese on the table.




  A desultory conversation started up, but most of us preferred to pursue our own thoughts. The half-light and the sultry atmosphere had made us drowsy. I do not know whether anyone heard the whistle of the falling bomb before an explosion, close by the house, shattered the evening’s deceptive calm. The blast, bursting open the shutters, produced a stabbing pain in our ears.




  Chairs rocked, glasses shattered on the tiled floor. Cursing and laughing, we crowded down the narrow staircase in our disorderly flight towards the door that led into the garden. “Tubby,” I called, “fetch my sleeping-bag. I’m spending the rest of the night in the grotto.”




  To get to the grotto one had to squeeze through an opening in the wall behind the house and then crawl under some grape-laden vines before arriving in front of the entrance, dark but for a faint gleam of light. The grotto had been hewn out of the rock on which the villa stood and combined the functions of wine cellar and air raid shelter. The space was dimly lit by a paraffin lantern; in the gloom the vault seemed bigger than it really was.




  The stable lantern stood on a table among an array of wine bottles. Round the table sat the pilots and a fair-haired girl called Teresa. On the far side, almost invisible in the shadows, we could just make out the sallow features of her nonna—her grandmother—who had taken up station against the rocky wall, her back straight as a ramrod.




  The usual company was there, those who each evening sought out this cool spot, bombs or no bombs: Straden, Bachmann, Freiberg, Bernhard, Zahn, and the commander of I Squadron, Zöhler.




  Zöhler came from a circus family and as a boy had, so he told us, performed with the Rivels. He was extremely interesting and amusing when he talked about circuses and circus performers, his stories gaining in effect by being told in a broad Saxon accent. He had a sallow complexion and for some considerable time had been plagued with malaria. He also had trouble with his stomach—indeed everyone suffered from nervous stomach trouble after a certain period on operations. The one exception was Bachmann who, even when we were at readiness in our cockpits, would often call for a helping of soup within minutes of take-off. This he would lap up with an enjoyment that was almost sadistic, since his pleasure was obviously enhanced by the other pilots’ expressions of disgust at such unnatural composure.




  Freiberg was resting his feet on a crate. His white sandals were made from the chrome leather used to protect the airplanes’ petrol tanks; he wore spotless white stockings. In striking contrast to his otherwise unconventional manner, his dress was always clean and immaculate.




  “Well, Armin,” he said, turning lazily towards Zöhler, “you didn’t make much impression on those Marauders today.”




  Zöhler looked at him in surprise. “What can you do to those chaps when you only have eight machines? They’re the same ones who used to bomb us daily in North Africa. Although their bombing may not be all that accurate, their formation flying couldn’t be better. When you go for them the tracer comes back at you like out of a watering can.”




  “I’m not sure that isn’t a foretaste of what the Boeings and Liberators are going to do,” Freiberg said soberly.




  He had put into words something that had been exercising everyone’s minds. I knew what was in their thoughts—how, during the attack, the bombers loomed large in their illuminated sights. I also knew that when that happened they would open fire too soon, would want to turn away and break off because the chances of coming out unscathed were so small, because this form of concerted attack was going to become everyday routine—and also because each one of them, conscious of the law of averages, would be asking himself: “How much longer . . . ?”




  Bachmann was one of those who seemed to have no nerves. Lying on a camp bed, he was carrying on a whispered conversation with Straden who was relaxing in an old deck chair beside him.




  “Bachmann, tell me what’s the matter with Reinhold,” Freiberg called over to him.




  “Oh, Reinhold isn’t quite all there at the moment. This afternoon he was parading along the village street in his white tunic. And he had his ceremonial dagger dangling at his side.”




  “Reinhold needs a woman,” Freiberg said.




  “The troops laughed like drains when they saw him swanning up and down.”




  “None of the women here ever takes any notice of us. All they want is to see us go.”




  “You mustn’t be too hard on Reinhold,” Freiberg said, “he hasn’t been home since last summer. He had a girl in Bari—fairly chucked his money about. She worked in the kitchen at the Oriente and wore a black dress with a little white collar fastened with press-studs. Her seat shone like a mirror. He was always going down to the kitchen on cleanliness inspections and he took Italian lessons from her. You know—you touch her nose and ask ‘What’s that called?’ then you repeat the performance with her chin, and so you carry on, working slowly downward.”




  “But why does he cart his white tunic round with him?” Zöhler asked.




  Freiberg poured himself another glass. “Because he doesn’t want to look as scruffy as you do,” he said.




  It was past midnight but no one had any inclination to return to the house. Freiberg put an arm around the fair girl’s waist. Her grandmother stared fixedly at his hand while the girl remained silent and motionless.




  The conversation started up again when Straden suddenly wanted to know the code name for the day’s operation. “Odysseus,” I said, “it’s an appropriate name, Odysseus.”




  “It might happen all over again,” mused someone in the darkness. “Scylla and Charybdis separate us from the mainland and up north we shall be flying over Circe’s mountain—and in the end we may even be cast up on shore after long travels on a raft. But I don’t imagine that ball-playing virgins will be there to welcome us . . .”







  



  CHAPTER 2






  




  Trapani, June 25, 1943




  

 



  Enemy air raid on Messina (200 aircraft). Heavy damage to private dwellings, public buildings, barracks and other military objectives. Fuel store in flames, ammunition dump blown up. Rail link between Palermo and Catania cut. Casualties reported to date: 62 dead, 75 injured.




  —War Diary of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, June 25, 1943




  We located the heavies 100 miles off Trapani. They were right down on the water, skimming the crests of the waves and heading for North Africa. By the time we had expended all our ammunition we found ourselves running low in fuel. This was something that alarmed old hands and new boys alike. Above us the sky was grayish blue. I could hear despairing cries: “My tank’s nearly dry—I’m going to drown!”




  —Diary of Captain Köhler of No. 1 Wing, 77th Fighter Group, June 25, 1943




  During the defensive action against the bombing attack on the Straits of Messina the fighter element failed in its task. One pilot from each of the fighter wings taking part will be tried by court martial for cowardice in the face of the enemy. Göring, Reichsmarschall!




  —Diary of Captain Köhler of No. 1 Wing, 77th Fighter Group, June 25, 1943







  The general had arrived on June 24 and driven at once to the operations room on Mount Erice. In his customary laconic manner he had asked to be briefed on our recent operations and had then expressed the wish to speak to the commanders of the two fighter wings and their squadron leaders.




  They had sat on stools and in deck chairs in front of the hut, their eyes fixed on his face as he began to speak. He had talked about the Air Defense of the Reich, about measures against the four-engined bombers and about tactics. And when he had finished not one of them asked a question. Their expressions, which had grown increasingly wooden as he went on, were brooding and skeptical.




  With the words, “Very well then—until tomorrow,” the general had risen and departed.




  Tubby woke me in the gray light of dawn. I felt exhausted, for I had slept little and the general’s words had kept ringing in my ears: “Get in close,” “Don’t fire too soon,” “Lead them in head-on in close formation . . .”




  Very early, we were at readiness. “Kuddel” Abben’s fighter wing, the third wing in my group, had flown over from Sardinia the previous evening, their arrival coinciding with that of Meyers and one wing from the Ace of Spades group. Trapani airfield was now crowded with Messerschmitt fighters as if for an air display and we were very well aware of the disastrous consequences a surprise attack might bring.




  We sat in front of the hut under the olive trees no more than a few paces from our aircraft—and the slit trenches—indulging in the sort of inconsequential small talk that is wholly unconnected with what one is really thinking. But all the time we kept our ears cocked in case the morning breeze should drown the threatening rumble of engines.




  The night had brought no relief from the heat and the day was going to be oppressively hot. “Well, my lads, the general’s going to show us how to fight an air battle,” Freiberg said, “and it’ll be just like a parade for a party rally.”




  “Ever seen a Flying Fortress close to, Kuddel?”




  “No,” replied Kuddel Abben, “I’ll be careful not to. They don’t seem to like it very much.”




  “But the general made it all so beautifully plain yesterday evening,” said Freiberg in schoolmasterly tones. “Are you still in any doubt about how we should attack them head-on and from below and astern, or about the fantastic things the blue-eyed boys in Reich Air Defense are doing? He forgot to ask how many of us were non-swimmers.”




  “You’ll drown even if you can swim. If you have to bail out and you’re out of sight of land, nobody’s going to pick you up.”




  Abben knew something of the sea. He had served as a rating in destroyers before transferring to the aviation branch where he had risen rapidly. Like Godert, he was one of the mainstays of the group.




  Freiberg swatted an invisible fly with his hand. “It’s something you just don’t think about,” he said.




  “Funny thing,” said Abben, “as soon as I cross the coast and head out to sea, my engine always seems to sound twice as noisy.”




  Listening to these young captains it was difficult to imagine that they held important military commands. But such was the professional style, a style that had evolved out of this particular war. The commander of a fighter unit was, without exception, the first to engage the enemy, but when the fighting had begun and no one could be leader, he was simply a pilot, dependent on his own resources in single combat with another pilot—one who swore in English.




  Meyers was young, bright, and not unlike Freiberg in his studied nonchalance. Both belonged to a certain type of flyer, the type produced by the successful years of the war in the air.




  A gentle morning breeze stirred the olive grove but it brought no coolness, for the atmosphere was damp and sticky. It was weather typical of the Sicilian summer.




  I had lost count of the number of times I had debated with myself how I should lead and mount the attack. My experience was somewhat meager. Over the Channel during the Battle of Britain I had commanded nothing larger than a squadron. I was aware of the problems when maneuvering with a large formation of fighters, but I myself had never led on such occasions. Either the leader flies too fast so that the formation opens out astern, concertina fashion, to the accompaniment of repeated calls over the R/T from somebody at the back for less speed, or else he flies too slowly, which means that during turns—and these must in any case be executed as gentle, skid turns—the inside man is forced to lose height through lack of flying speed.




  Shall I, I wondered, succeed in bringing my formation intact to the point of interception with the heavies? Shall I, perhaps, have to attack head-on? And then, of course, the usual thoughts—the ones you could never suppress—kept cropping up: the murderous return fire from the Fortresses, the parachute descent, the rubber dinghy . . .




  “Sir,” I heard someone say, “Colonel Larsen, the Inspector, South, has just landed.”




  The last time I had seen Larsen had been in southern Russia. My wing had been attached to his group when the attack against Stalingrad began in the summer of 1942. We had been friends ever since. As he got out of his car, he shouted to me: “I want to be here for your first big defensive battle!”




  The deck chairs were set out in a semicircle under the olive trees beside the hut. There we sat down and told each other what had happened to us since our last meeting. Fighter pilots at readiness, deprived of these items of furniture, would be altogether inconceivable. How many hours had I spent in a deck chair since the outbreak of war? It had started in the west during the “sitzkrieg” against France when we would occasionally chase away a reconnaissance aircraft—a harmless occupation compared with what we were doing now. But since that time we had been in an almost constant state of readiness, either “cockpit readiness,” sitting in our aircraft, or else in deck chairs close by our machines. A day seems very long when it is spent in waiting, with nothing to occupy one’s imagination except the war in the air.




  Today, for the first time since the Battle of Britain, I was conscious of the same oppressive atmosphere that used to afflict us then. In August and September 1940 we were normally at readiness by first light. After breakfast—a meal that stuck in most of their throats—the group’s pilots assembled in front of the operations room, a Nissen hut on the edge of the airfield. Pale and short of sleep, and all of them young, almost boys, they leaned silently against the wall of the hut or propped their elbows on the bonnet of a Kübelwagen [also called a “Kübel”—a military version of the Volkswagen]. Occasionally someone made a brief remark about the weather or the next operation. Cigarettes glowed in the gray half-light. Our trousers of heavy cloth, liberally supplied with pockets, were known as “Channel pants.” Over our leather waistcoats we wore yellow life-jackets to which were secured the various items of equipment designed to give us a better chance of survival in the event of our having to abandon our aircraft: a dye pouch to stain the water round us bright yellow, a clumsy Very pistol, cartridges, a signaling lamp, and emergency rations. And we each had a yellow scarf which was worn, as often as not, with some panache and yet was indispensable when one was in the sea and wanted to attract the attention either of one of our own air-sea rescue airplanes, or of a British high-speed motor launch—with captivity the inevitable condition of rescue.




  Then came the decisions about the operation, about timings, about the order in which the squadrons were to take off, about the formation they were to adopt. If weather conditions above the British Isles were such as to cause the postponement of our departure, we were subjected to the ordeal of waiting in deck chairs in the gloom of the Nissen huts beside the squadron dispersal point. Conversation very soon died away altogether or became nothing more than an indistinct murmur. Most of the pilots would doze, their eyes closed, or else would pretend to sleep while conjuring up an endless sequence of horrors. The ringing of the field telephone acted on us like an electric shock: now, at last, this was it! But if the call were nothing more than a weather report or a routine inquiry about the state of the aircraft, many would curse the telephone as an instrument of torture, prolonging as it did the agony of passive waiting perhaps for minutes, perhaps for hours. And they would settle back again into their comfortable deck chairs where, physically at least, they were able to relax.




  It was to these same deck chairs in the shade of the olive trees that I led Larsen. Veterans with a colorful past, they were the most important articles in our baggage. Their cheerful, striped covers from the days of peace had long since disintegrated and been removed by the riggers. Now their wooden frames, shiny from contact with human skin, were clad in sturdy, gray tent canvas. “Today’s your big chance,” Larsen said. “You must keep close together when you attack and dismiss from your mind any thought of mixing it with the Spitfires. The Fortresses are like a fleet of battleships and you can only get in among them if you break through their defensive fire in a compact phalanx.”




  “For God’s sake, Franzl,” I interjected, “spare me that awful patter! For days now, advice and instructions have been raining down on our heads from on high. The general keeps dangling the gallant pilots of the Reich Air Defense as a shining example before our eyes. He’s also let us know that the Reichsmarschall [Hermann Göring] takes an exceedingly dim view of the fighter pilots down here in the south. In fact our sense of inferiority has got to such a stage that the boys’ only reaction is one of biting sarcasm and they simply won’t listen anymore. You must remember that they’re no longer a bunch of young heroes who risk their lives without a second thought. But equally they don’t want for guts. A handful of them survived the Battle of Britain and since then they’ve been on operations nonstop, and they’ve been doing it bravely and well. Every so often someone’s number comes up and a younger man takes his place. But the new ones haven’t much hope of coming through. They’ve not been thoroughly trained and few of them survive the critical first phase.




  “You people don’t know this horrible theater yet. It’s mostly water and in the long run it gets us all. We’re exposed to the enemy and we’ve no protection. They’ll wear us down by keeping us grounded and destroying our parks and workshops. You don’t, by any chance, do you, believe in the Teutonic super-hero who, after a bombing raid, rises from his slit trench, shakes the dust from his feet and ascends on steely pinions into the icy heavens, there to wreak havoc among the Flying Fortresses . . . ?”




  At this point I realized that I was falling into Freiberg’s irreverent manner of speech. Larsen seemed to have got much the same impression for he gave me a long, penetrating look. He remained silent for a time before saying suddenly, as though all at once the scales had fallen from his eyes: “Yes, but how’s it all going to end here?”




  “That’s what I wanted to ask you!”




  Another silence. Something seemed to be holding him back before he went on: “Before leaving Rome today I was at the C-in-C South’s situation conference. Last night the British bombed Wuppertal. Over ten thousand incendiaries started continuous fires between two and three miles long. Düsseldorf, Neuss, Mönchen-Gladbach, and Solingen were attacked at the same time . . .”




  “And d’you believe we can stop this systematic destruction of everything at home?”




  “The general has been asking vainly and all too long for more fighter groups. But they can’t just be produced from thin air. Ever since it’s been appreciated that these four-engined bombers are in fact real fortresses that can only be taken on individually, some ludicrous proposals have been put forward about how to deal with them. You’ll soon be getting some rockets from the army—they call them Nebelwerfer. They’re large-caliber missiles and one of them is mounted beneath each wing. They’re fired so that they explode in the middle of the bombers and cause them to scatter. Once flushed from their defensive hedgehog the Fortresses can be destroyed without difficulty. Others are trying to drop large bombs above the formations in such a way that they explode at the same height as the enemy. Here the intention is to destroy the whole formation in one go, or at least to make it disperse. But it’s extraordinarily difficult to position yourself correctly above the Fortresses. Your altitude must be calculated with absolute accuracy since the bomb has a time fuse and is quite ineffective if it goes off at the wrong height.”




  “And no doubt the escorting fighters have long been aware of this trick and make sure the air above the bomber stream is clear.”




  “Exactly. Another thing is winged bombs suspended from steel wires and trailed through the air by fighters. They’re meant to cut the Fortresses to pieces, or at any rate to spread alarm and despondency. One can never say for sure beforehand whether these inventions are going to be any good or whether they’re just pieces of nonsense. But a head-on attack—a closely knit assault carried out on a collision course—that’s what spreads panic among the bomber crews and reduces the fight to single engagements. Today it’s the classical opening to the battle.”




  “Provided the fighters let you get there . . .”




  “Provided the fighters let you get there. And provided you manage to lead your formation, well closed up, to where you have enough space and height to come down on them from in front and above. Often there are only seconds between the moment of your dive and a collision. And, of course, in this crazy maneuver you’re closing at the sum of both your speeds. The heavies’ silhouettes loom up in your windscreen as though in a speeded-up cine-film. You’ve only a few seconds in which to fire your cannons. You have to aim at the Fortress’s glass cockpit and all your chaps must fire like mad at the same time. Then you pull up at once, hard, or alternatively you dive away underneath. After that you’re on your own, for your formation will be all over the place. Then is the time to attack singlehanded and knock off the lame ducks who’ve turned tail with an engine stopped or a white trail of petrol streaming out behind them.”




  “But it’ll all be different here, Franzl. This island’s like an aircraft carrier without engines. They can approach it from any direction and fly home at any height they want. The only places where we have any flak are around the ports and the airfields and on either side of the Straits of Messina.”




  “That’s so. It’s a short flight and the whole island’s within range of the fighters on Pantelleria and Malta.”
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