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“Quite simply the best short account of air power in the Second World War.”


—Spencer Tucker, Fort Worth Star-Telegram





In Clash of Wings, Col. Walter J. Boyne, USAF (Ret.), has focused his aviation expertise on air combat in World War II to create a readable, comprehensive history of the war waged in the skies over land and sea. Boyne masterfully recounts the decisive battles waged on all fronts and elucidates the strategies of each commander. He also gives critical evaluations of the machines themselves and the technological advances that made airpower such a key element in the war, making Clash of Wings an indispensable volume for anyone interested in the history of warfare or aviation.


“Boyne is in masterly command of his global narrative.”


—Robert Anderson, The Chicago Tribune


“Clash of Wings makes a fine source book, for it tells you everything you wanted to know about WWll’s air war in one brief literary bombshell.”


—Stars and Stripes


WALTER J. BOYNE is a retired Air Force colonel and the former Director of the National Air and Space Museum. He has written more than twenty-eight books about the military and lives in Ashburn, Virginia.
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PREFACE



Clash of Wings is a wide-ranging survey of the great air campaigns of World War II, extending from the first bombs dropped in Poland to the atomic weapons exploded in Japan. It covers all theaters, from the frozen steppes of the Soviet Union to the nightmare heat of Pacific jungle fighting. In each theater, the principal focus is on the people doing the fighting, and it is important to note that the ordinary soldiers, sailors, and airmen fought with dignity and courage, irrespective of their country or their cause.


As each campaign is analyzed, note is taken of the technical developments of the time—new aircraft, new weapons, new tactics—and as each campaign progresses, the leadership is evaluated. From this, it soon becomes apparent that the Allies were as blessed as the Axis countries were cursed by the quality of their respective leaders. President Franklin D. Roosevelt made extremely good judgments in his early choice of leaders, who, for the most part, served him throughout the war. In a similar way, Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill eventually assembled a closely knit group who accommodated to his unique mercurial genius. In contrast, Adolf Hitler feared his generals and ignored his admirals, using them as mere office boys to execute his will, and, as events required, to blame for his mistakes. Mussolini, that cardboard Führer, was unable to manage his senior officers, who, in turn, were largely incapable of managing their troops.


In the Soviet Union, a startling situation occurred. After Stalin’s purges had weakened his armed forces to the point of dissolution, the German invasion caused a spontaneous welling up of new, capable, patriotic leaders who served him well. In Japan, the military leadership was both hopelessly divided, army against navy, and incredibly shortsighted.


Thus it was that the democratic nations were ultimately able to make the best use of the newest weapon, airpower. For almost all of the twenty-one years immediately following the end of World War I, conscientious statesmen, politicians, newspaper editors, and the general public believed it not only possible, but probable, that the next war might be won in a few days by the terror bombing of helpless cities. Fleets of aircraft were to stream in to drop tons of bombs, making London or Paris uninhabitable; the frightened, demoralized populace would flee, demanding surrender from its government. Curiously enough, the leading air force officers in all countries knew that this was an impossible scenario, beyond the means of any air force—but, for reasons of policy and economics, they would not admit this.


Hitler was well aware of the limitations of his Luftwaffe even as he threatened its employment to bully his way through a series of bloodless conquests. Mussolini was less successful than his ally, but did use airpower to defeat Ethiopia and to annex Albania and, implicitly, to threaten England and France. Hitler’s bellicose threats were made more credible by the horrors of the Spanish Civil War and by Japan’s indiscriminate bombing of helpless Chinese cities.


Yet when World War II began on September 1, 1939, the Axis powers scrupulously refrained from terror bombing the western Allies. The Luftwaffe worked in perfect harmony with the German Army in destroying Poland, climaxing the effort with a sustained terror bombing of Warsaw. Raids on Paris and London were strictly forbidden, in part for fear of retaliation, but in larger measure because the necessary equipment was lacking. Germany chose instead to depend upon its magnificent army, suitably supported by the Luftwaffe, hoping to win a series of short wars that would leave it master of the Continent.


Thus the Second World War began as a series of land and sea campaigns in which airpower played a subordinate role, principally in the support of army operations. It became a gigantic training program for all of the combatants, both civil and military, particularly in regard to the air war. In the military, almost all of the ideas developed during World War I and afterward proved to be totally obsolete; new methods had to be learned in everything from combat formations to dropping bombs. On the civil side, a tremendous reappraisal had to be made about the amount of resources, material and human, that had to be applied to the air war effort. The most amazing aspect of the phenomena is how quickly military personnel and civilians, men and women, became sharp professionals, able to execute their tasks with a degree of skill and rigor unimagined before the war.


Year by year, as the war expanded the industrial efforts of the combatant nations, airpower became ever-more important, to the point that it became a necessary condition for victory in Europe in 1944, and the decisive element in the Pacific in 1945.


The success of the Allied air effort can be attributed to many causes, including relative national wealth, but there are two important factors that are often not recognized, the first of which was the early realization by the United States, England, and Russia of the gigantic scale of effort necessary to exercise airpower. Where before the war a first-line air force of two thousand aircraft was considered formidable, all three of the Allied nations ended the war with air forces numbering in the tens of thousands. The Axis powers started with a numerical (and qualitative) air superiority, but waited for too long even to begin to match the Allied production of aircraft, crews, and all the attendant equipment. By 1942, they had fallen hopelessly behind. Italy never developed a serious manufacturing capacity, and in Germany, despite almost miraculous industrial achievements by Albert Speer, the increase in aircraft production came two years too late. Japan did not begin to realize its own industrial capacity until 1943 when, again, it was already far too late.


The second vital factor was that the magnitude of the Allied effort was enhanced and expanded by its qualitative superiority. The governments of the democratic nations—and their Soviet ally—proved to be far more effective than the governments of the autocratic Axis nations, despite their reputation for monolithic organization and discipline. The Allies were consistently able to use their scientists to greater advantage in creating new weapons, cracking codes, or developing better means of production. The Germans did, later in the war, develop some new weapons that heralded the coming age of missiles, but these proved to be far too little and much too late.


The Italian prophet of airpower, Giulio Douhet, had published his seminal work The Command of the Air in 1921. He had adherents in every air force in the world; in the United States, Brigadier General Billy Mitchell tirelessly preached the coming of airpower. Yet despite the massive efforts on all sides, true airpower was not demonstrated until twenty-four years after Douhet’s book was published—in the skies over Japan. By the spring of 1945, a potent combination of B-29s and incendiary bombs had evolved that could destroy the vulnerable Japanese cities. With absolute air superiority established, the B-29s had the capacity to effect the utter destruction of Japan’s industrial base but still lacked the ability to destroy the will of the Japanese people to fight and die. It was deemed necessary to take the next step, one that no one had prophesied—the attainment of absolute airpower. This came about at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, where the combination of the B-29 and the atomic bomb at long last sapped the Japanese will to resist.


Between the first tentative efforts in Poland and the mushroom clouds over Japan, there were great struggles on many continents and every ocean. In Europe, Russia, and Africa, airpower was an essential but subordinate component of the massive land battles. In the Battle of the Atlantic, aircraft were again important, but not decisive. It was different in the Pacific, where the naval campaigns took on an entirely new character; the great fleet engagements for which admirals of all navies had practiced were subordinated to the new style of carrier warfare. The island-hopping ground war in the Pacific was far more dependent on airpower than were the campaigns in Europe.


By the end of the war, airpower had demonstrated its effectiveness and had cast its long shadow for the future. In the next half century, there would be many small wars in which tactical airpower was important, but, contrary to almost everyone’s expectations, World War III did not occur. It was deterred because true airpower—arrived at so laboriously and at such great cost—had been given such a devastating demonstration in the skies over Japan.





1
THE BLUFF
IS CALLED



World War II began in the air at exactly 0434 hours, September 1, 1939, when three German Stuka dive-bombers burst through murky weather to attack two railroad bridges spanning the Vistula River near Dirschau, Poland. Their task was to destroy the detonating wires leading to the explosive charges mining the bridges, and thus prevent Polish engineers from blowing them up.


World War II effectively ended in the air at 1058, August 9, 1945, when a single Boeing B-29 broke out of murky weather to drop an atomic bomb on the city of Nagasaki. A few more raids were flown by other aircraft, but their effect was inconsequential in comparison to the Nagasaki holocaust, coming as it did three days after the first atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima.


The difference in capability between the slow, angular Stuka, its very shape a swastika in the sky, and the beautiful silver B-29 cruising high over Japan is a perfect example of the expansion of air-power that took place in six years of war. The relatively small 250-kilogram bombs the Stukas used at Dirschau related directly to the past; the 23-kiloton yield of the “Fat Man” bomb used at Nagasaki cast a terrible shadow for the future.


Adolf Hitler could not contain the war he started, and as the fighting spread around the globe, it called upon the very best efforts of heroic aircrews, dedicated mechanics, and industrious men and women on the production lines. The ephemeral glamour of the air war was captured on film: a flight of “the few” taking off in Spitfires to repel the incoming Messerschmitts; Jimmy Doolittle hauling a protesting B-25 into the air from the Hornet’s deck in his famous first raid on Tokyo; a stairstep echelon of Dauntlesses, peeling off to sink Japanese carriers; or at the end, lonely pairs of Messerschmitt Me 262s, slipping through the clouds like gray-green sharks, still attacking even though the war is nearly over. The terrors of war are also recorded, mass horrors like the devastated cities of London, Dresden, or Tokyo, and poignant individual tragedies as well.


This history of the major air campaigns of World War II chronicles the changing concepts of airpower from the almost wistful projections of Billy Mitchell to the horrifying reality of nuclear devastation. When the war began, every country had a concept of airpower that was both simple and erroneous. All of the aerial combat experience of World War I, China and Spain in the 1930s, and a dozen other smaller wars had failed to yield a genuine understanding of the degree of effort that the achievement and exercise of true aerial supremacy required. It would take almost six years of desperate battle and an immense expenditure of lives and matériel before true airpower was defined in the skies over Japan.


THE IMAGE OF AIRPOWER


The air war was generally characterized by wasted effort and false starts rather than by effective strikes, and the cost in lives both in the air and on the ground was frightful. Yet, like time and distance, the camera lens filters out these unpleasant aspects, leaving behind the drama and the glory, as if each of the grinning young men flashing the thumbs-up signal came through unscathed.


The newsreel films also leave the impression that true strategic airpower was an inevitable event. It was not, despite the credence given to the prophets who defined strategic airpower as the ability of a nation to impose its will upon an enemy by an overwhelming bombing campaign. The advocates of strategic airpower painted an irresistible vision of a quick, surgical decision—the knockout blow—in a first strike by a few hundred aircraft that would paralyze the enemy’s homeland by destroying essential industries and inducing panic in its populace. Neither the Italian Giulio Douhet nor the American Billy Mitchell was willing to admit just how inadequate the contemporary technology was to do what they sought. When they first made their prophecies, aircraft simply could not fly far enough with a sufficient bomb load, and could neither navigate nor drop bombs accurately enough to be decisive. It would be two decades before they could.


AIRPOWER BY PROPAGANDA


In the interval between the two world wars, the threat of airpower was overriding in the minds of the leading politicians. Death from the air became a political stalking horse, best exemplified by the ominous warnings of England’s Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin. On November 10, 1932, Baldwin declaimed “that the bomber will always get through,” and warned that unless bombers were banned, European civilization would be destroyed. No one bothered to make a value judgment of the real probability of a war with France—for it was French bombers that worried Baldwin—or of the bombers’ limited capability. Baldwin’s words became a dictum from which a mental picture grew of an avalanche of bombers leveling the cities and killing the populace with poison gas. No one questioned this outcome, nor did anyone analyze the puny capability of the Armée de l’Air at the time, consisting as it did of a handful of frightfully ugly biplanes that were able to carry only small bomb loads and were for the most part incapable of hitting even so large a target as London.


The politicians’ fatuous preoccupation with the bombers’ knockout blow is difficult to understand, for excepting only the V-2 rocket and the atomic bomb, every type of air action later experienced during World War II had been demonstrated extensively in the preceding twenty years. In the process, any military staff should have been able to quantify the limitations as well as the possibilities of airpower in terms of the amount of damage that could be rendered by the amount of bombs that could be delivered. No one bothered to do this, and in 1936, Britain and France so trembled at the thought of an air war with Germany that they violated the treaties of Versailles and Locarno by permitting the remilitarization of the Rhineland. At the time, the Germans possessed fewer than three hundred Junkers Ju 52/3m bombers, converted passenger transports that had just sufficient range to reach England from German airfields—but not while carrying a bomb load. (Germany also had virtually no aerial bombs on hand, a fact less likely to have been known.) Simple mathematics and a comparison with the bombing effects experienced in World War I would have shown that even if all the German bombers had been operational and were launched unopposed in the attack they could have made on Paris, their 1,000-pound loads of small bombs would have done little damage. Instead, impressive calculations were made imputing tremendous—and unwarranted—killing power to each ton of explosive (72 deaths per ton of bombs was long used as a benchmark), so that it seemed that the populations of London and Paris would be decimated by a German attack. The fallacious deaths-per-ton-of-bomb statistics were enhanced by the special horror of poison gas, which was widely assumed to have annihilating powers.


To be sure, the media added to the general apprehension with editorial cartoons depicting apocalyptic results of bombing raids; books and films like H. G. Wells’s The Shape of Things to Come added to the public’s fear. The resulting panicky mental set was a windfall for Germany’s master propagandist, Dr. Joseph Goebbels. It permitted Germany and Italy to brandish their nonexistent airpower to blackmail French and English leaders into submission time after time, making a mockery of the League of Nations by their actions in Ethiopia, the Rhineland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia. To add to the irony, Adolf Hitler, after threatening the use of cataclysmic surprise bombing attacks as a means of “peacefully” attaining his ends, forbade such attacks as soon as war broke out. The general fear of airpower had been reinforced when, on the other side of the world, Japan’s early exercise of airpower savaged China and humiliated the United States with the bombing of the USS Panay. The political decisions that led to Neville Chamberlain’s nationally applauded policy of appeasement and to France’s apathetic Maginot Line defensive strategy were made possible by an unreasoning fear of what contemporary airpower could do.


There were some very logical reasons why no one from the military stepped forward to counter the claims. The levels of English and French military preparedness were so abysmally low that the military welcomed any public support, generated for any reason, no matter how hysterical. Both countries had been exhausted by the War to End all Wars—Churchill was to speak poignantly of the faces of the young men he didn’t see in Parliament, all dead in Flanders—and both were enervated by the worldwide depression.


Great Britain was hamstrung by the infamous “Ten-Year Rule,” a budget-cutting device that is echoed in today’s post-Cold War economic situation, which calls for the substitution of prototyping for production. Under the Ten-Year Rule, defense spending was based on the assumption that there would be no war in ten years, a concept intended not to stifle ideas but to avoid the cost of large-scale production of equipment that would become obsolete. If war suddenly appeared imminent, then armament production was to begin. Wickedly attractive from a budgetary standpoint, it was indefensible in terms of engineering and industrial planning. Worse, it was suicidal in regard to negotiation, and destructive to the industrial base. Even in those rather simple days, an aircraft took four years to move from specification to production, and an aircraft engine took from seven to ten years. The result was a Royal Air Force equipped at the time of the Munich crisis with only a few Hurricane and no Spitfire squadrons; its defense rested primarily on the Gloster Gladiator, a fixed-gear biplane that would not have appeared very much out of place on the western front in 1918. Chamberlain, whom historians have called arrogant in his ignorance, preferred to pursue his appeasement policy rather than risk a war.


The greatest irony is that in 1938 this tiny force would have been adequate for the defense of Britain against the puny Luftwaffe Germany could have employed. The essential difference was that England knew how weak it was and imputed a nonexistent strength to Germany. Germany knew that both were weak, but bluffed successfully.


Logically, Germany’s situation should have been the worst of all. Weakened by the blockade, stripped of arms by the Armistice, denied new weapons by the Treaty of Versailles, wracked by political dissension and an inflation of hallucinatory proportions, it should have been unable to rearm. Instead, much of the turmoil worked to the German advantage. Old plants were gone, new ones had to be built; old companies were weakened and could be subverted by the delicious bait of subsidy, attracting the best and brightest of German engineering talent. Most of all, the country was fascinated with aviation, for although the Imperial Navy had funked it in the Great War, remaining in port for most of the war, and the Imperial Army was beaten in the field, the Imperial German Air Force had battled valiantly to the end, young tigers like Captain Hermann Göring defiantly wrecking their aircraft rather than surrendering them.


In all countries, the development of both strategic and tactical airpower was compromised by the failure of political and military leaders to make the necessary investments in research and development, training, equipment, and logistics. When the hard exigencies of war exposed these deficiencies, the same leaders substituted the bravery and blood of their young aircrews for intelligent planning and farsighted provisioning. The vaunted Luftwaffe is a notable case in point. Despite the monumental blunders of its leadership and a totally inadequate training and logistics base that resulted in terrible casualties, its dwindling crews remained relatively effective to the end, asking no quarter in a war long lost. Similarly, because there was no other way to strike at Germany, England poured vast resources into its Bomber Command, which was decimated in a bloody campaign in which indiscriminate area bombing fulfilled all of the horrors of air war yet fell just short of the exercise of true airpower.


When war came in 1939, strategic airpower was for a long time overshadowed by the early successes of tactical airpower—air-to-air combat, ground attack, and dive-bombing. Nazi Germany expanded its borders to include almost all of Western Europe and Africa on the strength of its tactical airpower, while Japan acquired a Pacific empire by the same means.


The staggering early Axis success contrasts strongly with the prolonged failure of strategic bombing by England, Germany, and, for many years, the United States. In the end, only the United States attained true strategic airpower, and this in the last months of the war, after the risky expenditure of billions of dollars and by virtue of the experience gained in three years of hard fighting.


Even Germany, whose propaganda made conquest and airpower virtually synonymous, had until 1943 no concept of either the numbers of aircraft it really required for the task, or of its inherent capacity to produce them. Even though aircraft had been produced in massive amounts during World War I, the pitifully small air forces maintained between the wars constrained the thinking of most planners. When the whirlwind expansion came just prior to and during World War II, the lessons that had been so painfully learned since 1914, including the subsequent conflicts in Spain, China, and Manchukuo (northeastern China, occupied by Japan), were for the most part wasted. In every air force, the leaders were overwhelmed by new people, new situations, and, inevitably, old mistakes, for most of the conclusions drawn from experience by the future belligerents were usually erroneous. Thus Germany, after initiating strategic aerial warfare with its bombing of England by Zeppelins and Gothas in World War I, elected not to develop a strategic air force for the next war. Instead, it cast airpower as the handmaiden of the army, based on the experience gained using ground-attack aircraft on the western front and in Spain. England, on the other hand, resented the German attacks bitterly and determined to have a strategic bombing capability. The Royal Air Force’s ghastly casualty rate during ground attacks with its fighters led it to draw exactly the opposite conclusion from the Germans, and caused it to ignore almost completely the concept of army cooperation in the postwar years, so when World War II came, it lacked for more than three years an effective dive-bomber or ground-attack aircraft.


Between the two great wars, all nations, including France and the United States, spent a great deal of their small air force budgets on observation planes to be used in direct cooperation with their armies. France went further, and wasted millions of francs procuring multipurpose aircraft that were useless either as fighters or bombers and were derisively called “collective coffins” by their large crews.


There were other errors, shared by other nations. The Germans inferred from their experience in Spain that fast bombers did not need fighter escorts, and the Americans amplified this with the concept of the “self-defended” heavy bomber. Aircraft like the B-17 Flying Fortress were to be so heavily armed as to be able to fend off fighter attacks and make deep unescorted penetrations into hostile territory. And on one vital point, all nations found erroneous agreement: it was believed impossible to create a fighter with sufficient range to escort bombers to the target and at the same time have sufficient maneuverability to combat enemy interceptors.


The experience of the past was largely wasted during World War II. It was not until after 1943 that most of the Allied leaders had learned on the job and become truly expert in the exercise of airpower; some of their Axis counterparts had the same learning breakthroughs, but their insight was handicapped by political ineptitude as well as matériel shortages. The Soviet Union, a special case by virtue of its size and the makeup of its armed forces, was able virtually to ignore the strategic aspects of air war, while concentrating so effectively upon the development of tactical airpower that its strategic needs were served. The leaders of the U.S. air forces also made initial errors but, aware of the almost unlimited resources behind them, were able ultimately to exercise both strategic and tactical airpower on a scale never before contemplated.


THE ELUSIVE QUEST FOR AIR SUPERIORITY


Almost all commanders in World War II recognized the requirement for air superiority to permit successful ground operations. What they did not recognize was the amount of money, training, time, and personnel necessary to obtain air superiority. Most nations never made the necessary investment; the United States, for a variety of reasons, including its delayed entry into the war, the purchase of war matériel by the Allied Purchasing Commission, and its natural tendency to think along massive production lines, did understand the size of the challenge and made the necessary investment, which bore fruit from 1942 on.


In general terms, the Air Corps’s Air War Planning Division I enabled the United States to be the first nation to make a reasonably accurate calculation of the size and weight of effort that would be required to achieve strategic results. All the great powers of the world, with the exception of the Soviet Union, planned on air forces that might have as many as 5,000 aircraft in total, broken down into a variety of types, so that when war began—as most knew surely that it would—the “front-line strength” would be a force of perhaps 800 bombers and 600 fighters ready for combat. This earnest but shortsighted view of the scale of air combat missed by 1,000 percent what was eventually required, and underlay most of the misapplication of airpower throughout the war.


But in 1938, Hitler had convinced the world that Germany possessed the greatest air force in history; unfortunately for the Fatherland, he had also convinced himself.


At the same time, England was frantically scrambling to rescue the Royal Air Force from years of neglect, buying new fighters and laying down the design for new heavy bombers. France, once the possessor of the most powerful air force in Europe, was in a desperate situation, having built the wrong kinds of aircraft at the wrong time, and having simultaneously allowed its aviation industrial base to erode. The United States was able to capitalize on the European emergency and sell aircraft to the Allies. The Soviet Union was quietly, secretly building a larger air force than anyone believed possible, while Japan was, in even greater secrecy, creating small but very proficient army and navy air forces.


Each nation’s air force selected the kinds of aircraft it thought suited to its national strategy. Thus, in terms of the weapons of another era, in the East, Japan was preparing a javelin to thrust into the heart of American defenses. In the West, Germany and the Soviet Union were perfecting the short sword to use in cooperation with their great land armies. At the same time, Great Britain was fashioning an unwieldy club with which to defend itself and France. The United States was going for the longbow—the strategic bomber.


THE STORM GATHERS


In the fall of 1938, tension in Europe was higher than at any time since the guns had roared in August 1914, as Adolf Hitler proclaimed that he would no longer suffer the mistreatment of people of German descent in the Czech Sudetenland. His propagandists and fifth-column activity had stirred up the 3.5 million so-called Sudeten Germans with a demand of unity with Germany; the situation was as confused and as foreboding as the recent breakup of Yugoslavia.


Yet it was not ethnic cleansing that dictated Hitler’s desire, but rather geography and logistics. After the annexation of Austria, the map was now an explicit Rorschach blot with Germany’s wolf-head mouth clamped about Czechoslovakia. If the latter country were occupied, Germany would be perfectly positioned to deal first with Poland and then with Russia.


Militarily, Czechoslovakia was a much more difficult challenge than Austria had been. The Czechs had thirty-five divisions at a time when England had two, France seventy-six, and the Germans thirty-six. The Czech Army was well trained and superbly armed by the Skoda works, which also turned out excellent artillery, tanks, and armored cars. In the mountainous areas on the German frontier, Czech engineers had constructed a system of defenses that were considered by many to be superior to, if less sophisticated than, France’s vaunted Maginot Line. One signal difference was the extraordinary depth of the fortification belt, which in some cases ran back almost as far as Prague. Inasmuch as the conventional wisdom of the time dictated at least a three-to-one superiority of attacker over defender, the Czechs could have withstood a German invasion for months, even though fortifications on the Austrian frontier were less developed.


The German military command knew that their country could not survive a war against the combined powers of Czechoslovakia, England, France, and Russia, all of whom would be supported by the United States. But Hitler maintained that the leaders of these countries did not have the stomach for war, and that they would back down in a crisis. In the event, his thirst for aggression was assuaged by the other European leaders, each for different reasons. “Appeasement” is now taken as a generic term; then, it was a specific name for Neville Chamberlain’s proclaimed policy, one that led to his ultimate humiliation. France, terrified by the thought of war with Germany without England at its side, went along, in spite of the fact that its sixty-eight regular divisions could easily have brushed aside the five regular and four reserve German divisions then opposing it. The government of Poland was greatly romanticized after the war began, but in 1938 it was greedily seeking a taste of Hitler’s pudding by agreeing to support Germany in exchange for the acquisition of Tesin, a Polish-speaking area in the north of Czechoslovakia. Admiral Miklós Horthy, the Hungarian dictator, was also hungry for Hungarian-speaking regions of Czechoslovakia.


The Czechs chose to give up when the Soviet Union informed President Eduard Benes that it would not honor its agreement to defend his country because France had reneged. Benes resigned on the following day. Italy’s Duce, Benito Mussolini, immediately proposed a meeting in Munich for September 29. France and England were invited to attend; Czechoslovakia was excluded. It was the apex of Mussolini’s career, a morsel of memory he would savor when he was stowed away as a German puppet in the north of Italy, before his brutal end at the hand of partisans.


The negotiations at Munich were patently unfair. By means of the wiretaps he had placed on the telephone lines at all the embassies, Hitler was fully informed of Chamberlain’s resolve not to go to war. After a long day’s negotiations over meaningless details, the wolf’s jaws closed and France and England agreed to strip Czechoslovakia of the Sudetenland—where the 1,200 miles of defensive lines were constructed. Chamberlain acceded to every German request with a toothy eagerness, happy to see his appeasement policy working so well, anxious to fly home to England with a piece of paper he believed would mean “peace in our time.”


The quick chain of Hitler’s successes combined with a worsening economic situation to bring war closer in early 1939. The Führer’s rearmament policy of many guns and ersatz butter had brought the German state beyond full employment to a labor shortage. It had also exhausted Germany’s already meager stock of foreign exchange, despite the economic sleight of hand of the president of the Reichsbank, Dr. Hjalmar Schacht.


Hitler resolved to remedy these problems with the occupation of the remainder of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, a move that would add to the Reich a strong economy, an expert work force, 1,500 aircraft, and the equipment of the twenty-seven divisions the Czechs still had under arms. Playing upon divisive nationalism still rampant today, Hitler prepared his way by urging receptive Slovakian leaders to declare their independence. The alternative he held out was to be ceded to Hungary, still eager to acquire Czechoslovakian territory where ethnic Hungarians lived. The Slovaks accepted his offer, agreeing to subordinate their civil, military, and diplomatic matters to Hitler’s control, including all German measures against the Jews. Abandoned by the West, Czechia, as it was then called, now had to turn to Hitler for protection against Communist uprisings; the remainder of the Czechoslovakian plum was ripe for picking.


Harvesttime came on March 15, 1939, when, after browbeating Czech President Emil Hácha to the point of collapse from a heart attack, Germany was “invited” to become Czechoslovakia’s protector.


The victory superheated Hitler’s ego, already inflated to monstrous proportions and continually stoked by the flattery of his sycophants. Chamberlain and Édouard Daladier, the prime ministers of England and France, respectively, had bowed to him and were now, in Hitler’s words, mere worms that he could grind beneath his heel. It became a conceit with Hitler that the Munich Agreement annoyed him because it denied him the war he wanted. His wishes would not be denied in Poland.


BORN IN BATTLE


Like the Israeli Air Force some thirty years later, the Polskie Sily Powiertrzne (Polish Air Force) had been born in battle. Fostered by parent units formed in France and Russia in 1918 to battle the Germans, the Polish Air Force was formally established on November 14, 1918, in Warsaw, as what would become the nation of Poland began taking over the local remains of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Over the next two years, using an exotic mixture of German, Austrian, French, English, Italian, and Russian equipment, the Polish Air Force was a significant factor in establishing Polish independence. During this long and bitter war, the Poles had to face resurgent German hostility in the west, Czech incursions in the southwest and repeated Bolshevik attacks in the Ukraine.


In April 1920, under the ardent revolutionary Józef Pilsudski, the Polish armies surged into the Ukraine, capturing Kiev on May 7. Operating in support, the Polish Air Force attacked enemy communications and troop concentrations and acted as liaison between Polish Army units. The Poles overreached themselves, and in August the Red forces struck back, driving all the way to the gates of Warsaw. On August 14, in what Polish historians would subsequently call “the miracle of the Vistula” and “the eighteenth decisive battle of the world,” Polish forces, stiffened by the French, counterattacked and decisively defeated the Russian armies. The war ended officially on October 18, 1920.


The Russo-Polish conflict was very different from the trench warfare fought on the western front; the lines were very fluid, and aircraft were more important for maintaining contact with both the enemy and with friendly troops. One telling effect of this experience occurred in August 1929, when now Premier Pilsudski, head of Poland’s militaristic, anti-Semitic regime, decreed that “aviation is to serve only for reconnaissance and only in this direction should it be used.”


Pilsudski’s unrealistic directive had been fought by two of Poland’s great air leaders. The first was General Wlodzimierz Zagorski, who created an air force second only to that of France in Europe, capable of independent operations. He purchased the best equipment available and fostered an indigenous aircraft industry. Primarily because his success made him a threat, but also because some of his financial dealings were questioned, Zagorski was forced out in 1926. He was succeeded as Commander in Chief by Colonel, later Brigadier General, Ludomil Rayski, who would guide the Polish Air Force from 1926 to 1939. The popular Rayski emulated Hugh Trenchard of the Royal Air Force in setting up a sound foundation of air bases and training schools. Forced by circumstance to subordinate the air force completely to the army, it was said of Rayski that he built the Polish Air Force, but did not teach it to fight.


TIME AND TIDE


During the First World War, the combatant powers were able to meet threats by rapidly fielding new types of aircraft, sometimes taking as little as two or three months from design to combat operations. By the mid-1930s, reequipping an air force became a much lengthier process. It took four years or longer from design to production, and another two years to reequip and train operational units. During the latter period, strength usually declined as obsolete aircraft were surveyed and new aircraft experienced the usual break-in problems. Consequently, the timing of a decision to embark upon a new generation of aircraft was critical. France, for example, had made a disastrous mistake in building up its air force with early-1930s designs; when it finally committed to reequipment in the mid-thirties, it was too late. Germany had caught the wave exactly at the right time for World War II, having its units equipped and trained by the fall of 1939. England was about a year behind Germany in the reequipment process, a disadvantage when war broke out, but one that was turned to an advantage by the time of the critical period in the fall of 1940.


POLISH PREPARATIONS


Poland’s timing was exquisitely bad. It began its most significant modernization program in 1931, and had one of the largest and best-equipped air forces in Europe by 1933, when things were relatively peaceful. When other European nations frantically began to rearm, Poland lapsed into a period of stagnation from which it never recovered.


Poland’s air force was small in number and equipped with obsolete aircraft, but that was not Poland’s greatest problem. Bad leadership in the clique of colonels at the top was. The heady victories against the Soviet Union in 1920 still intoxicated the planners, and all preparations for war envisioned another, similar contest, with a glorious victory going to Polish lancers. Germany was dismissed as an idle bluff, and the militant colonels made wagers on how long it would take to march to Berlin if war did come.


As the colonels boasted, Poland’s air force slipped into chaos, with no doctrine and confused lines of command (the air force commander, Rayski, was subject to orders from six different civil and military authorities). Each element of the air force was subject to the whim of local commanders. Yet, when the time came, the Polish flyers would dive into the fray with the same futile gallantry as their cavalry comrades charged the tanks.


THE LUFTWAFFE GOES TO WAR


Hitler’s contempt for the leaders of England and France made him confident that they would not go to war when he invaded Poland. He was intent on a limited war, eager to prepare his German troops for further conflict. Having been correct so often in the past, he believed that he would get exactly what he wanted: a swift war against Poland alone, victoriously concluded well within the limited capacity of the German economy to sustain.


Hitler’s exaltation over Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop’s diplomatic tour de force, the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 23, 1939, was marred by England’s intransigence, and he was further shaken by Mussolini’s decision not to abide by the Italo-German “Pact of Steel.” Yet he pressed on, launching the attack on Poland on September 1, 1939, trusting to blind luck that England would not honor its commitment to Poland any better than it had honored its commitment to Czechoslovakia. When, on September 3, he was told that England had declared war, he turned savagely on von Ribbentrop to ask, “What now?” Von Ribbentrop’s response that he expected a similar declaration from France was not exactly soothing. In the background, Göring was heard to say, “If we lose this war, then God have mercy on us!”


MEN AND MACHINES


The greatest problem of the Luftwaffe, still masked at the time, was its deep-seated organizational disarray, due to the inveterate infighting of its leaders. The Commander in Chief of the Luftwaffe relied heavily on his deputy, General Erhard Milch; at the same time, he was jealous of Milch’s abilities and feared his rising popularity. Milch, in turn, was dismayed at the way Generaloberst (Colonel General) Ernst Udet was mishandling his duties as head of the Technical Office. Udet was himself dismayed by his own incapacity, but Göring would not relieve him. The fourth actor in the dismal play of personalities was the young Generaloberst Hans Jeschonnek, the Chief of Staff of the Luftwaffe, who didn’t get along with anyone. Immature, but a faithful worshiper of Hitler, Jeschonnek, like Udet and Göring, would commit suicide.


At the beginning of the war, the flaws in the top leadership were not yet apparent and were greatly offset by the traditional latitude allowed German troops in the field; operational proficiency overcame doctrinal and leadership handicaps. A similar mid-level sense of cooperation prevailed in industry, which often compensated for the errors forced on it from above; it was by capitalizing on this inherent common sense that Albert Speer was able to effect a massive increase in production a few years later.


The Luftwaffe outnumbered the Polish Air Force in total by a factor of two to one and in operational aircraft by a factor of over three to one. The difference was even greater in terms of quality of equipment and training. As a result of its latest reorganization, the Luftwaffe was divided into four major commands: Luftflotte (Air Fleet) 1, with headquarters in Berlin, serving northern and eastern Germany; Luftflotte 2, headquartered at Braunschweig, covering northwest Germany; Luftflotte 3, headquartered at Munich, covering southern and southwestern Germany; and Luftflotte 4, with headquarters in Vienna, and covering Austria and southeastern Germany. Luftflotte 1, under General (later Field Marshal) Albert Kesselring, and Luftflotte 4, under General Alexander Löhr, were assigned the task of supporting the Polish invasion, with nearly 1,600 aircraft between them.


Two better leaders could not have been chosen. “Smiling Albert” Kesselring, tired of the bickering with Milch, had resigned his position as Chief of the Luftwaffe General Staff to take a field command. Kesselring was amiable and even charming, but he was also a tough leader who made the most of his resources. Later in the war, as field marshal, he would conduct the German ground defense in Italy with such brilliance as to earn comparison with Wellington in the eyes of some historians.


Löhr had commanded the Austrian Air Force at the time of the Anschluss. A handsome man, with a neatly trimmed mustache, Löhr would attain the rank of colonel general and serve in most of the hot spots of the war. In one of the many minor ironies of the war, he never became a field marshal because his fellow Austrian, Adolf Hitler, distrusted Austrians! So, apparently, did the Yugoslavs, who hanged Löhr in 1947 for war crimes.


The two men had at their disposal the best-trained, best-equipped air force in the world, staffed by loyal patriots eager to go to war. The saying that Germany had an Imperial navy, a Prussian army, and a National Socialist air force was never more true than in September, 1939. Recalling that the Luftwaffe had been officially founded only four and a half years before, it is important to examine how it was equipped.


RIDING THE WAVE


The Luftwaffe put 897 bombers and 210 fighters into the field, along with auxiliary reconnaissance and transport planes. They mustered 648 Heinkel He 111, Dornier Do 17, and Junkers Ju 86 level bombers; 219 Junkers Ju 87 dive-bombers; and 30 Henschel Hs 123 attack planes. The 210 fighters were divided between Messerschmitt Bf 109s and 110s. The miscellaneous reconnaissance and transports included Junkers Ju 52s, which were also used to drop incendiary bombs near the end of the war.


It was a powerful, well-balanced force, numerically and qualitatively overwhelming. Excluding the Junkers Ju 52 transports, 90 percent of the German aircraft were less than three years old. In comparison, in today’s United States Air Force, the average age of the B-52 bomber is about thirty years, while that of the average F-15 is about ten years; about 21 percent of the total USAF fleet is over twenty-four years old.


Following is a brief review of each of the major types to serve as a baseline for comparison with equipment later in the war.


FIGHTERS


One of the classic aircraft of all time, the Messerschmitt Bf 109 was also produced in greater quantity than any other fighter plane in history, more than 33,000 having been built from the first prototype in 1935 to the last one produced in Spain in 1957. Proposed by the Messerschmitt firm in response to a request by the Air Ministry, the original fighter was a development of the very successful Messerschmitt Bf 108 Taifun sports plane, which had debuted in 1934. A four-place aircraft with a performance comparable to the early Beech Bonanzas, the Bf 108 is still flown today.


The Messerschmitt design team created the smallest possible airframe into which the largest available engine could be fitted. The original prototype, the Bf 109 V1, had a 695-horsepower Rolls-Royce Kestrel engine installed temporarily, later replaced by a 610-horsepower Junkers Jumo 210A. A measure of the basic design’s capacity for development can be seen in the fact that the last model, the Messerschmitt Bf 109K-4, had substantially the same airframe, suitably strengthened, but equipped with a 2,000-horsepower engine. At the time of its first flight at the end of May 1935, the German fighter was unquestionably the most advanced in the world, for the English Hawker Hurricane would not fly until November 6, 1935, and the Supermarine Spitfire not until March 5, 1936.


In their effort to reduce weight, the Messerschmitt engineers placed the landing-gear attachment points on the fuselage. This saved weight and facilitated production and repair—one could replace a wing on the 109 while it stood on its own gear—but it made ground handling tricky. Takeoff and landing accidents were common, and persist to this day with the few surviving 109 warbirds still flying. As many as 10 percent of the total of the Bf 109s were lost in such accidents, 1,500 occurring from 1939 to 1941 alone.


Although some C and D models were used, the majority of the single-engine fighters facing Poland were the Messerschmitt Bf 109Es, which had 1,050-horsepower Daimler-Benz DB 601A engines and carried two 7.9-mm MG 17 machine guns in the nose and two 20-mm MG FF cannon in the wings. With their hundred-mile-per-hour speed advantage over the Polish P.Z.L.’s, the Messerschmitts could enter and leave combat at their own discretion. After the first few days, fighter-against-fighter combat virtually ceased, and the 109s concentrated on ground attack, strafing retreating Polish units.


Professor Willy Messerschmitt had responded less than enthusiastically to Göring’s requirement for the 109’s teammate, the Bf 110. The latter was designed as a heavily armed Zerstörer (destroyer) able to clear the way for German bombers by defeating enemy interceptors over their own territories. Already persona non grata to Erhard Milch, Messerschmitt tried to please Göring even though he personally believed that the larger twin-engine fighter necessary for such a task would be a compromise, unable to do any job well. The Messerschmitt design team pressed on, and on May 12, 1936, Rudolf Opitz, a test pilot famous for his later work with rocket-powered fighters, made the first flight with the Bf 110.


The twin-engine Messerschmitts did well in Poland in both the bomber escort and ground-attack roles. As potent as the 110’s heavy armament was—four 7.9-mm and two 20-mm cannons firing forward and two 7.9-mm machine guns on a flexible mount in the rear—it had some difficulty bringing the slow but agile P.Z.L. fighters to combat, and it was decided early on that new air-combat tactics would have to be developed. Still, it appeared initially that Göring had been right in insisting on the 110’s development.


BOMBERS


All four of the multiengine German bombers employed in the Polish campaign first appeared to the public as civil passenger transports. Of the four, the Heinkel He 111 was by far the most important in the Polish campaign and subsequently, for the circumstances of war forced it to continue as frontline equipment for years after it had become obsolete. The He 111 A made its first flight on February 24, 1935, an elegant streamlined aircraft with elliptical wings and superb handling characteristics; with its speed of 217 mph, it was faster than the Luftwaffe’s biplane fighters. A 2,200-pound bomb load was stowed vertically, in contrast to the American practice of horizontal stowage.


The He 111B proved itself in Spain, and there were a continuing series of design improvements. By September 1, 1939, the Luftwaffe had 808 of the type on hand, mostly He 111P models with engines of 1,100 horsepower and a top speed of 247 mph. The aircraft performed well offensively during the Polish campaign, but the 78 lost to enemy action revealed a glaring fault in defensive armament. The five hand-held 7.9 mm machine guns were totally inadequate, and the basic design of the aircraft did not lend itself to significant improvement. The defect would have tragic consequences for the crews of the He 111 a few months later in the Battle of Britain, and, indeed, for the rest of the war, for the plane fought on to the very end.


The Junkers Ju 86 flew for the first time on November 4, 1934. Production Ju 86s were initially powered with Junkers Jumo 205C diesel engines, which proved to be unsuitable. While diesels could run indefinitely at a standard power setting, the frequent changes of power required in combat rendered them unreliable.


The most elegant of the German bombers, and the fastest at 255 mph, was the Dornier Do 17 “Flying Pencil,” which was never seriously intended to be a commercial transport although the factory said it could carry six passengers and express mail. Playing out their role in the hoax, Lufthansa experts refused it for commercial use on the grounds that the passengers’ seating would have been too cramped (of course, they had not yet seen a jetliner’s tourist class seat).


Long before the rejection, the Reich Air Ministry had begun tests of it as a bomber, fitted with standard Luftwaffe equipment. When war began, 319 were available for combat. The first Dornier Do 17s swept across the Polish border forty-five minutes after the war started, attacking railway bridges, airfields, troop concentrations, and ammunition dumps. Despite the delicate appearance of its slender fuselage, the Do 17 was very robust, able to make diving attacks at 370-mph speeds, making it less vulnerable to ground or air attack.


The final German multiengine bomber, the Junkers Ju 52 trimotor, was a progressive development of a design going back to the 1919 Junkers F 13. It had been recognized as obsolete as a bomber in Spain but, after all aerial opposition had been suppressed, was pressed into service dropping incendiaries on the forlorn defenders of Warsaw. As a transport, the Ju 52 would serve to the last day of the war and beyond.


THE STUKA—THE “SMART” WEAPON


The evil angular lines of the Junkers Ju 87 Stuka became notorious in the early months of the war, and like so many other German warplanes, it was destined to soldier on long after it should have been retired. The Stuka was beloved by its crews for its ruggedness and by ground forces for its pinpoint accuracy. Able to deliver its bombs with precision on targets as small as tanks and pillboxes, it was, in a larger sense, a “smart weapon,” the guidance system in this case being the brains of the pilots behind the stick.


Oddly enough, its excellent performance in the Polish campaign would cause great harm to the Luftwaffe through the influence it had on some of the more feckless leaders of the Luftwaffe like Generaloberst Udet and Generalfeldmarschall Göring. Impressed by the Stuka’s accuracy, these men reasoned that since level bombing was known to be very inaccurate, it would take hundreds of ordinary long range-bombers to get the same results that dive-bombers could achieve. In their naive enthusiasm, they discounted the greater size and complexity of the long-range bombers and insisted that they, too, have a dive-bombing capability. This mindless goal, ludicrous in the eyes of both the German manufacturers and the operational pilots of the Luftwaffe, resulted in performance degradation and monumental delays for the desperately needed Junkers Ju 88, and contributed to the outright failure of others, including the Messerschmitt Me 210, the Arado Ar 240, and the four-engine Heinkel He 177.


The Luftwaffe deployed only 219 Ju 87s in the Polish campaign, with astonishing effect in reality and on morale. The very first mission of the war was executed by a flight of three Ju 87B-1s, led by Oberleutnant (First Lieutenant) Bruno Dilley, who took off at 0426 on September 1 to attack the approaches to the Dirschau bridges spanning the Vistula River and to destroy the wires leading from the detonators to the explosives with which the Poles had mined the bridges. The attack went off eleven minutes before the official German jump-off time, and was successful, although the Poles were later able to repair the damage and blow up one of the bridges.


The Stukas were from that moment on continually engaged in attacking airfields, bridges, roads, artillery installations, and troop concentrations, peeling off in waves to put their aerial artillery precisely where and when needed. On Udet’s suggestion (although some credit the idea to Hitler himself), the Stukas were fitted with wind-driven sirens, called the “trumpets of Jericho,” the sound of which had a shattering effect on the already demoralized Polish soldiers. (Similar devices were used informally by the USAF as late as the Korean War.)


COMBAT IN POLAND


Poland elected to deploy its forces—800,000 poorly equipped troops in six armies—to defend both strategically and politically important areas, a task beyond its capacity, and one that set it up perfectly for the one-two punch that Germany had prepared. The Germans, led by General Walther von Brauchitsch (Hitler was not yet interfering in operational matters), disposed of sixty divisions with 1.25 million men. The Polish countryside, flat and dry in the summer heat, was perfect for tank operations.


In their optimism, the Poles thought that their resistance did not have to be prolonged, that the French would spring into action on the western front, crushing the few German divisions left there. The French had also promised immediately to begin shuttle-bombing Germany, flying from French bases to land in Poland, rearming and flying back. None of this materialized, as France settled back into an almost catatonic condition that would characterize the “phony war” in the west.


Contrary to most reports, the Luftwaffe did not catch the Polish Air Force on the ground during the first few days of battle. By August 26, when signs of the German attack were unmistakable, all Polish combat units were transferred to forty-three operational “campaign” airfields that had been prepared in secret. These were stocked with enough food, ammunition, and other supplies to last for up to ten days, while the main operational bases were relegated to acting as decoys for Luftwaffe attacks.


Given the speed advantage of the German bombers over the P.Z.L. fighters, interception was a difficult task, partially solved by a ground observer system, located in sixteen sectors and deployed in three concentric rings around Warsaw. Polish pilots sat in the cockpits of their P.Z.L. fighters, engines ready to start. When an enemy formation was reported by the outermost ring of observers, the fighters were scrambled in the direction and to the altitude reported. Additional information from the ground observers (Poland had no radar sets) was relayed as the fighters closed to the attack.


Fog and low clouds obscured Warsaw early on September 1, but the air action was still sharp and deadly. The first German formations of about a hundred aircraft—Heinkel and Dornier bombers, escorted by Messerschmitt Bf 110s—were intercepted at 0800, and in the ensuing battle, the German bombers jettisoned their bomb loads. An afternoon raid, in greater strength, with Bf 109 escorts, was similarly disrupted.


As in every phase of the war, right down to the bitter end, there were occasional instances when personal bravery illuminated the dark process. As the Luftwaffe formations droned in, the ground observer net alerted the Pursuit Brigade, and fifty Polish fighters lifted off, making contact ten minutes later. Lieutenant Aleksander Gabszewicz peered through the gull wings of his P.Z.L. P.11, charged his four machine guns and dove to attack a Heinkel He 111. Hit by his first bursts, the Heinkel pulled out of formation and, in the enthusiasm of the chase, Gabszewicz pursued it, firing until it crashed. It was the first German plane shot down in the looming battle of Warsaw.


The results of the first day’s battles were to be typical for the whole war, with inflated claims on both sides and charges of parachuting pilots being machine gunned by the enemy. The morale of the Polish Air Force pilots was high, for they felt they had been able to compensate for their handicaps in numbers and equipment; they claimed fourteen victories against ten losses. Surprisingly, the Poles concluded that the twin-engine Messerschmitt Bf 110 was a tougher opponent than the 109.


In the uneven contest, the Luftwaffe was following the doctrine it had developed after the Spanish Civil War. The priorities were:


1. Destruction of the Polish Air Force and its support structure.


2. Support of the ground forces.


3. Attacks against military installations and armament industries in Warsaw.


In Poland, these principles were strengthened by a decision to focus all effort on a specific task before proceeding to the next objective. The theory of Blitzkrieg, lightning war, involved the elimination of obstacles—artillery batteries, field fortifications, armor concentrations—one by one, so that the German panzers could sweep forward. As long as her enemies were alone and unprepared for the new style of warfare, the concept worked beautifully for Germany.


Based on his mastery of close air support in Spain, General Wolfram von Richthofen, an eight-victory ace in the First World War, and a cousin of Manfred, the famous Red Baron, had been given a special assignment as Fliegerführer zur besonderen Verwendung, or “air commander for special purposes.” Von Richthofen organized four Special Air Detachments, equipped with armored cars having the proper radios with the correct frequencies, and sent them forward with the panzers of General Walter von Reichenau’s Tenth Army. As the army troops were not yet familiar with von Richthofen’s methods, they didn’t call for as many strikes as the general knew were required. There were also the inevitable pitfalls of inexperience—using the wrong channels, not having the correct codes, and most important, not understanding what was possible for support aircraft to do.


Like his more famous cousin, also a man of direct action, von Richthofen flew himself in a Fieseler Fi 156 Storch liaison plane right into the heart of the battle zone, personally picking out targets and calling in strikes. On his first mission, his plane was riddled with bullets from ground fire, and he made it back to German lines with fuel streaming from his punctured tank.


The P.Z.L. P.11 fighters were nimble and able to outmaneuver the Messerschmitts in dogfights, but the Germans soon refused to play their game, either attacking with hit-and-run tactics, or simply out-speeding the Polish defenders to attack other targets.


On the ground, the rapid advance of the tanks overran many of the Polish satellite airfields, and, in the heat of battle, the Poles began shuttling their aircraft to new airfields farther east. The inevitable confusion—spare parts, fuel, and supplies were frequently at the wrong field—resulted in a severe loss in utilization. There were also many accidents as the Polish Air Force’s strength ebbed. As an indication of the level of misunderstanding, the Polish Air Force had thirty-one of their best Los bombers at the training base at Brzesc; for some reason, these were never committed to battle, although they would have almost doubled the medium bomber force.


The Polish Army was capable of one final riposte as the tragedy unfolded. On September 9, the army group deployed near Poznan (the one that had been earmarked to lead the assault on Berlin) found itself poised on the northern flank of the fast-moving German Army Group South, commanded by General Gerd von Rundstedt. The 170,000 Poles, organized into four infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades, flung themselves on the Germans and for a while threatened to break through the tautly stretched German lines, cutting off the Tenth Army.


But it was the Tenth Army that von Richthofen’s Special Air Detachments were serving. An avalanche of Stukas blunted the Polish attack. The Stukas were complemented by forty Henschel Hs 123s of Major Spielvogel’s II(Schlact)/LG2, an operational test unit that was investigating ground-attack methods, basing their work on the methods that were so successful in Spain.


The Luftwaffe mounted almost 1,700 sorties against the Polish troops threatening the German flanks. One characteristic of the Hs 123 was that at a certain rpm setting, its engine had a sound like a battery of machine guns; like the Stukas’ sirens, the noise made the attacks seem intensely personal against ground troops, each soldier feeling as if he were the individual target; the noise also had a terrifying effect on horse-drawn transport. Most of the Polish troops had never been under attack by air before, and between the noise and the casualties, a general panic ensued. In the time gained by the Luftwaffe, the German ground forces regrouped and then decimated the Poznan army group.


By September 14, Warsaw was surrounded. On September 17, the Soviet Union, contending that the Polish government no longer existed, streamed across the borders to the lines of demarcation previously agreed upon by Hitler and Stalin, lines that some units of the German Army had already passed, for their existence had not been disclosed even to the army commanders.


The Poles reeled under the attack, but Warsaw continued to resist. More than 100,000 troops were manning the defenses, along with a sizable artillery force that kept the German infantry and armor at bay. The city had been turned into a fortress, and its commandant would not even receive the German ultimatum for its surrender. Von Richthofen assembled his air forces, and on September 25 began the first terror-bombing attacks of the European war. Unopposed by the Polish Air Force, and with only minor antiaircraft fire to contend with, German bombers methodically cruised over the helpless city, dropping almost 600 tons of explosives, about 15 percent of them incendiaries. At the same time, the German artillery ringing the city poured in an avalanche of shells. The next day an infantry assault began; twenty-four hours later, Warsaw surrendered. The Polish Air Force had fought bravely, but it had lost 83 percent of its aircraft, 30 percent of its flying personnel, and 22 percent of its ground staff in a little more than two weeks of fighting. In their attack, the Germans had used 60 percent of their available bombs and most of their fuel reserves, although this expenditure was offset to a degree by captured Polish matériel.


Hitler had taken a calculated risk when he began the Polish campaign, stripping his western-front strength down to thirty divisions, only twelve of them first-rate. Praised as the best army in the world for twenty years, France’s 110 divisions were augmented by 400,000 troops of the British Expeditionary Force. As the war in Poland unfolded well for Germany, some divisions and bombers were sent back to the west.


They were not needed. The phony war was on; after the French had made a tentative entry and quick withdrawal from German territory, the two sides settled down to watch the war go by, avoiding anything that might precipitate a major action. In Great Britain, when the issue of bombing the Ruhr was raised, prominent members of Parliament objected to the idea because it involved “destruction of private property.” Intoxicated with his victory and pleased with his armed forces, on September 27, Hitler informed his generals of his decision to begin the war against France at the end of November.


In an address to the Reichstag, Hitler offered Great Britain peace, but on terms that anyone but himself and his ill-informed advisors would have known were unacceptable. His offer ignored, Hitler began to assert himself more and more; when his generals told him the weather in November would be unsuitable, he reminded them of his own years in France, and assured them that fighting would be possible until February or March. At the time, he was not contemplating a total victory in the west, intending only to seize the Low Countries and northern France as a base of operations against England.


The Polish campaign burnished the National Socialist spirit of the Luftwaffe, not least because losses had been high, with an 18 percent attrition over the three-week campaign. Of the 1,600 aircraft deployed, some 285 were lost to all causes, along with 239 crewmen. In a country where dueling scars, medals, and wound stripes were so highly prized, this blooding was seen as confirmation of the Luftwaffe’s fighting qualities. And the Luftwaffe’s successes had indeed been spectacular, particularly because so much had been improvised. Although it had been standard practice in peacetime maneuvers to move from field to field and to operate under relatively primitive conditions, the rapid progress in Poland completely outstripped the Luftwaffe’s logistic capacity. The Luftwaffe’s efforts were also impaired by a myopic policy that limited the production of spare parts on the assumption that aircraft down for repair would be temporarily abandoned, to be replaced by entirely new aircraft. Fortunately for Germany, in the fire of battle the Luftwaffe’s “blackbirds,” the black-overall-clad mechanics, worked miracles to keep aircraft in commission. They would continue to do so, unsung and unappreciated, right to the very end of a long and difficult war.


Within the success some hazards lurked. The campaign confirmed the Luftwaffe’s belief that the doctrine developed in Spain was perfectly correct, even though there were troubling signs. The most significant one was the prevailing difficulty in communications between ground and air elements, which sometimes didn’t exist at all. Ground and air troops did not yet have the close teamwork in cooperating against enemy forces that only practice could bring.


The most dangerous hazard of all was the conclusion drawn that the aircraft in service were fully adequate in both performance and number. It was a disastrous assumption, imponderable when one considers that the next enemies, England and France, were many times more powerful than Poland.


Once again the facts of life contradicted Nazi Germany’s image as an efficient organization heeding its leader. Hitler had long before anticipated the need for vastly greater numbers of aircraft, calling in October 1938 for a 500 percent increase in aircraft production. His order had been ignored by both industry and his own Air Ministry officials in a way that would have been impossible in a “soft democracy” like the United States. There, when just a month later, in November 1938, President Roosevelt called for 50,000 aircraft annually, everyone sought to comply. But in Germany, the industrial experts proved to their own satisfaction that Hitler’s goals could not be reached. They claimed that, even if accomplished, such a program would wreck the German economy; in any event, as a final argument, they proved that the fuel requirements for such an air force were impossible to fulfill. Thus it was that in the winter of 1939, the German factories continued on a virtual peacetime basis, working one shift for five or six days a week, and producing at the rate of less than 700 aircraft per month. Content with its performance in Poland, certain that it could handle the west, perhaps traitorously ill served by its intelligence sources, the Luftwaffe High Command was blissfully unaware that English aircraft production had already exceeded Germany’s and was growing from day to day.


THE EMERGENCE OF HITLER AS MILITARY GAMBLER


Hitler’s series of diplomatic gambles saw the Rhineland, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and the Lithuanian city of Memel drop into his hand. Although he refrained from second-guessing his commanders while observing the German forces in Poland, he now began to insert himself more into military planning, displaying a combination of talents that intimidated his generals. He had a flair for recognizing the unusual option or the simple solution to a complex problem, an insight that probably stemmed from his practical experience as a front soldat in World War I. And in the manner of latter-day U.S. Department of Defense technocrats, he won arguments on the basis of his prodigious memory for detail.


Adverse weather kept the Luftwaffe grounded, preventing Hitler from opening his attack in the west during the winter of 1939. During the enforced delay, Hitler rejected his army’s rather pedestrian reprise of the World War I Schlieffen plan, and instead backed the plan of General Fritz Erich von Manstein, which coincided with one he had begun to articulate to his closest staff members in late October. Von Manstein’s ideas were more in line with his own spontaneous style, calling for a shift of emphasis from the north to the center, and thrusting the panzers through the “impassable” Ardennes to race to the Channel coast.


But before this major test of arms, Hitler was to accede to the requests of Grossadmiral Erich Raeder and his own intuition for a quick campaign in Denmark and Norway. Here Hitler’s gambling spirit, his willingness to risk both his small navy and important elements of his air force, would pay off—although at great cost to the navy.


THE WAR IN THE NORTH


In the short, intense war in Scandinavia, the Germans distinguished themselves on land and in the air, while taking a terrible drubbing at sea. For their part, the Allies disgraced themselves with an outrageous display of military and political dilettantism in which they made mistake after mistake before, during, and after the fighting. In the coldest terms, a well-trained, experienced German Army and Air Force outthought and outfought the British and Norwegians, while a brave but less-skillful Germany Navy was unable to cope with either British ships or Norwegian land batteries.


In the campaign, the Luftwaffe would bring itself to a peak of operational efficiency in preparation for the coming war in the west, demonstrating new techniques that had been talked about for years but never proven before in battle, including the use of airborne forces to seize strategic targets and hold them until ground forces arrived. The Luftwaffe demonstrated an exceptional ability to improvise in the field as it adapted to changing circumstances, taking advantage of the opportunities that the Allies presented on an almost continuous basis.


The war in Scandinavia was characterized by long distances, bad weather, terrible logistic problems, and bizarre political problems. Great Britain’s First Sea Lord, Winston Churchill, had long advocated mining Norwegian waters to impede the flow of iron ore to Germany, and saw the invasion of Finland by the Soviet Union on November 30, 1939, as justification to seize Norway. Outnumbered ten to one, the Finns cut off the ill-trained, ill-equipped Soviet forces in the dense forests and slaughtered them. In a world dismayed by the repeated victories of the autocratic states, Finland’s resistance was more than a tonic, it was a heady champagne.


The Soviet Union’s military performance was perceived by England, France, and Germany as being ineffective, reinforcing Hitler’s opinion that he would only have to “kick in the door to have the whole rotten house come crashing down.”


In France and England, public indignation mounted over the brutal Soviet invasion, and pressure built to intervene. So perfervid was the Allied desire to help Finland that Churchill advocated breaking off diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and bombing Russian oil fields at Baku—this at a time when the English were not bombing Germany. The Allies then asked Norway and Sweden for permission to send troops through their countries to aid Finland. Both nations refused, for they were enjoying a tremendous prosperity from their business dealings with Germany. The issue was rendered moot by a Soviet offensive that opened on February 1. Using forty-five infantry divisions and twelve armored groups, Soviet forces overwhelmed Finland, which sued for an armistice on March 12. The Finns had lost 25,000 out of 200,000 combatants, the Russians more than 200,000 dead, and the Finnish surrender removed for the public the most palatable reason for the Allies to invade Norway. In Germany, Hitler ordered preparations to begin on December 14, 1939, for his own invasion of Norway, reserving the exact date for later.


The Altmark incident on February 16, 1940, proved to be the final catalyst for both sides. A 15,000-ton supply ship for the scuttled pocket battleship Graf Spee, the Altmark had made its way to Norwegian waters with 299 English prisoners from sunken merchant ships on board. Churchill gave orders to the British destroyer Cossack to rescue those prisoners, even if it meant firing on Norwegian ships to do so. The Cossack forced its way past Norwegian gunboats, boarded the Altmark and rescued the crew members.


Hitler was shocked by this gross breach of neutrality by someone other than himself, and determined to speed up the invasion of Norway as an independent operation, in advance of the attack on the western front. It thus transpired that French and British soldiers were boarding ships to invade Norway to save it from the Germans at the same time that German soldiers were boarding ships and aircraft to save Norway from the Allies.


There were significant symptomatic differences in the methods employed. The Allies began a colonial-style operation, stationing individual battalions of troops at various points and ignoring the requirement for air superiority. Even after weeks of planning, their logistics efforts were terribly flawed, with equipment vital for winter warfare being forgotten. In contrast, the more experienced Germans moved swiftly and efficiently, boarding ships, massing troops, and preparing their fleet of aircraft to secure the primary objectives: the airfields. Once the airfields were secured, Luftwaffe units poured in to gain air superiority.


On April 1, the Allies decided to begin mining Norwegian waters one week later. On April 3, the German troop transports, disguised as coal freighters, sailed for Narvik. They were the first of a fleet of merchant vessels and warships crowded with troops and equipment that would sail in the next few days. Despite reports on German troop movements and on the sailings, Allied intelligence so misinterpreted German intentions that on April 4 the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, gleefully assured Parliament that Hitler had “missed the boat” on Norway. The phrase would come to haunt him, for, far from missing the boat, Hitler had already unleashed his juggernaut. On the eighth, Allied mining operations began, a flagrant violation of Norway’s neutrality and a propaganda gift Germany quickly capitalized on; now the German invasion could be presented as a magically quick riposte to the Allied infringement.


From the start, Hitler had insisted on secrecy for Operation Weser, unaware (as he would be for the remainder of his life) that the British had cracked the “uncrackable” Enigma cypher machines, and a few of his enemies at the very top knew exactly what his plans were. Yet the knowledge did the Allies little good, as the scope of the cryptographic coup was so great that Great Britain did not yet know how to handle the information it received. Fearing that a too-widespread release would compromise the breakthrough, the information was not disseminated to the commanders. (In one of the little-known coincidences of the war, the RAF’s own encrypting system, known as Typex, stemmed from the same Enigma Chiffriermaschinen patents that were developed into the German Enigma system.)


Hitler was still able to pick good commanders and trust them, and had given direction of the operation to a veteran of World War I fighting in Finland, General Nikolaus von Falkenhorst. The initial Luftwaffe effort was under Generalleutnant Hans Geisler’s Fliegerkorps X, normally headquartered in Hamburg. Later, Göring would send General Erhard Milch to command Luftflotte 5 from Oslo, in a move that both acceded to Milch’s desire for an operational command—and distanced him from Berlin, where his increasing influence made Göring uncomfortable.


The Führer was fully aware that he was risking his small fleet, and he knew that the British could land troops with impunity anywhere along the thousand-mile coastline. Ignoring the odds against him, Hitler expected the elements of surprise and purposefulness to offset the deficiency in numbers—and he counted on the Luftwaffe. It did not fail him.


Operation Weser began just after 0500 hours on April 9, 1940, with attacks on both Denmark and Norway. Timing was critical, for the seaborne forces—troops stowed away on destroyers, merchant ships, and even smaller vessels—had to arrive at each of their destinations simultaneously, even though they were hundreds of miles apart. The Luftwaffe timing was less demanding, although more precise navigation was required. The forces available were marginal, for the Luftwaffe had allocated only 1,098 aircraft to the campaign, of which 557 were transports, 342 long-range bombers, 39 dive-bombers, 102 fighters, and 58 miscellaneous types.


Ships landed troops over a wide front, including Oslo, Kristiansand, Bergen, Trondheim, and Narvik as the Luftwaffe parachute troops seized vital points. They were soon followed by a serious airborne reinforcement and supply campaign. This had never been done before, and Hitler’s willingness to chance the vagaries of Norwegian weather, the British Navy, and the valor of the defenders indicates courage and foresight surpassing that of his commanders.


Denmark fell on the first day. A minelayer and an icebreaker steamed into Copenhagen harbor, German battle flags illuminated by searchlights, to land troops who marched to the Amalienborg Palace. The worst bloodshed occurred when King Christian X’s palace guards unslung their normally ceremonial rifles and fired at the German troops, only to be quickly shot down. Although King Christian X ordered that resistance cease, sporadic fighting continued and Messerschmitt Bf 110s strafed Danish airports, destroying more than a dozen aircraft without any losses. By evening, Denmark was secured.


In Norway, the parachute troops seized the main airfields almost immediately and soon the droning Junkers Ju 52/3m transports came in to off-load troops. As soon as the airfield perimeters were secured, flights of German bombers and fighters came in to begin operations, to be serviced by maintenance crews flown in on the second wave of transports. Yet even amid the drama, there was time for comedy. The huge four-engine Junkers G 38 transport, the von Hindenburg, was dispatched to Norway with a military band to celebrate the capture of the airport and to play the music for the triumphal march into Oslo. Built in 1929 as a tentative step toward a flying-wing aircraft, the G 38 was slow and ponderous, but it somehow managed to land at Oslo’s Fornebu airport in advance of the airborne troops, so that the apprehensive band members had to stay peacefully on board until the paratroopers arrived.


The Norwegian resistance increased during the day. At Oslo, seven Gloster Gladiators repeatedly attacked the incoming German aircraft at terrible odds, flights of two diving down to engage as many as seventy aircraft at a time, and scoring a few victories. As the Germans seized one airfield after another, the Gladiators had to land on emergency strips in the countryside, where their ground crews rallied to refuel and rearm them. A memorable incident worthy of a Steven Spielberg film occurred at the Vaernes airfield near Trondheim, where a heavy snow had blanketed the runway, preventing takeoffs. A Lapp herdsman solved the problem when he brought three thousand white reindeer to trample the snow down, enabling the Norwegians to continue operations.


The Gladiator was a symbol of the discrepancy in airpower between England and Germany. Great Britain’s last biplane fighter would serve nobly against great odds from Norway to Malta to the Far East, but it didn’t belong in the same sky with the Messerschmitts.


King Haakon VII eluded German capture and spurred the resistance of the 50,000 Norwegian reservists, who continued to fight stubbornly for weeks. The British and French also reacted with unaccustomed vigor, as if they were glad the phony war was ending and they could at last come to grips with the Germans. The RAF sent bombers and reconnaissance planes from Scotland. One Bristol Blenheim from No. 254 Squadron, piloted by Sergeant C. R. Rose, made a brilliant attack on Stavanger, destroying one Bf 110 in the air, one Junker Ju 52 on the airfield, and a Heinkel He 59 floatplane in the harbor. At Bergen, fifteen Fleet Air Arm Blackburn Skuas, the most advanced dive-bomber in British service, attacked the previously damaged German light cruiser Königsberg, tied up at a wharf. Three hits and two near misses caused the vessel to capsize and sink, the first, but far from the last, large warship to be sunk by air attack in World War II. But in the manner typical of the first years of the war, it was too little and too late.


The English committed their aircraft carriers to the battle, including the Furious, the Glorious, and the Ark Royal. The low level of the Allied planning and staff work was best illustrated by the fiasco at Lake Lesjeskog, eighty miles southeast of Trondheim. Eighteen Gladiators of 263 Squadron were launched from the Glorious on April 24, 1940, to operate from the lake. When they arrived, they found an 1,800 foot runway scraped into the snow-covered surface, but little in the way of supplies. Batteries (to the British, accumulators) for the starting carts had been sent without the acid to activate them, there was little ammunition, and there were only a few mechanics.


After a night on the frozen lake, only two Gladiators were able to takeoff before the Germans attacked, bombing and strafing almost at leisure for more than eight hours. At day’s end, only five Gladiators survived.


The greatest Allied naval success came at Narvik, which was beyond the range of German airpower. In two sharp actions, nine German merchant ships and nine destroyers were sunk, at a cost of two British destroyers. And it was at Narvik that the Allies made their major effort to hold on in Norway. Some 12,000 Allied troops were poured in during the last weeks of April, driving the Germans from the city and giving Hitler a crisis of nerves. Yet the German troops held on in the outskirts, and when the long-awaited battle for France opened on May 10, the Allies abandoned Norway.


The carrier Glorious would figure in another, even sadder event after the evacuation from Narvik in June. Eight Gladiators and ten Hurricanes had flown from the airfields near Narvik to land on the deck of the Glorious, although the Hurricanes were not supposed to be able to do so. As the Glorious steamed south toward Scotland, she was intercepted and sunk by the pocket battleship Scharnhorst. More than 1,400 were drowned, including all but two of the pilots who had escaped from Narvik.


Even before the battle in Scandinavia was concluded, Germany had already begun operations on the western front. Hitler had won the Battle of Norway, yet it may have been the biggest mistake of his life. If the Führer had surreptitiously given enough aid to keep Finland fighting, it is not inconceivable that France and England would have gone to war with the Soviet Union in the spring of 1940, an event that would have completely turned world politics around, and had the incalculable consequences of a conflict in which Germany and England fought each other while each fought the Soviet Union. It was not to be; instead, there erupted the Battle of France.





2
THE PLUNGE
INTO REALITY



The air campaigns of the phony war, the Battle of France, and the Battle of Britain are all inextricably linked. For the Germans, it was a time of self-realization as the various components of the Luftwaffe and the army gained experience and worked more closely together. In the meantime, the British worked frantically to improve their situation; they were still saddled by procurement and training errors of the past, but were edging to a new level of proficiency. The French remained unable to cope.


THE FRENCH AIR FORCE AND THE DRÔLE DE GUERRE


Before the invasion of Scandinavia, a bemused world watched what the French called the drôle de guerre, the Germans the Sitzkrieg, and the English the phony war. Alienated by the prospect of another bloodletting like World War I, the detached Allies sat placidly behind their vaunted defenses, blue- and khaki-clad mice mesmerized by the field-gray German snake swallowing up eastern and northern Europe.


In those first eight months, there had been little attrition of the Allies’ air forces except for the losses in Norway. The French were unable to take advantage of the time to reequip with new aircraft  and to raise training standards to an acceptable level, for they were impaled upon the cusp of their rearmament process. When the war started, the French had possessed only 232 modern single-seat fighters (138 Morane 406s and 94 Curtiss Hawks) and only 8 modern bombers—5 LeO 45s and 3 Potez 633s. Even when French production lines began at last to deliver relatively large quantities of new aircraft, the undermanned, overorganized Armée de l’Air was unable to deal with them, and hundreds of aircraft that might have made a difference in the coming battle were grounded because they lacked essential equipment. By an almost convulsive effort in the late spring, French units had 637 fighters available on May 10, 1940, only to dilute their effectiveness by spreading them in small units throughout the country. Between May 10 and June 15, a further 851 new aircraft were accepted but never reached frontline units because they came from the factories without radios or guns.


The Armée de l’Air was also handicapped by its labyrinthine organizational structure. Incredibly, the air force’s administrative doctrine for command and control was based on the 1870 Bouchard report on how to organize and administer the army. The late 1930s had been marked by a series of hasty revisions, including one immediately after war broke out. Each revision complicated the chain of command. Even worse, the changes destroyed all continuity between peacetime experience and wartime practice; the net result was the organizational fragmentation of the air force, with individual units placed under the control of different land armies. When combat came, each commander saved his air units for his own army’s needs, amplifying the already significant French quantitative inferiority. The French doctrine fit perfectly into German plans.


Even though some units and many individuals of the Armée de l’Air would fight bravely against the Germans, the combination of inferior aircraft, inadequate training, and improper doctrine created a pervasive morale problem. In his remarkable autobiography, Combat and Command, Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sholto Douglas tells of the bitter defeatism he found at every level within the French Air Force. On June 3, 1940, at the height of the crisis, Douglas flew to the airfield at Villacoublay, just outside Paris, to discuss the urgent French appeals for more RAF fighter squadrons. Despite the importance of his visit, and their own self-interest in it, the French sent no one to meet him.
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—STEPHEN COONTS, author of Flight of the Intruder and The Red Horseman









