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IIN WORLD WAR II, the Luftwaffe produced a galaxy of 
combat airmen whose records can never be approached. 
Maj. Erich Hartmann remains the world’s leading fighter 
ace, and Col. Hans-Ulrich Rudel dominates the lethal trade 
of tank buster. Their names, and others, are known to two 
generations of aviation-history students.
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But who were the Reich’s bomber stars? Who 
has heard of Maj. Rudolf Midler, with 680 
missions over Europe, the Mediterranean and 
Russia, or of Maj. Hans-Georg Batcher’s 658 
sorties, including some 200 Russian missions 
in five months of 1942? Four other German 
bomber pilots logged more than 500 combat 
flights.
 American bomber crews in Europe flew tours 
of 25 to 35 missions before rotating home. 
A few returned for second tours. In Royal Air 
Force (RAF) Bomber Command, a tour usually 
was 30 “ops,” with many crews surviving 
multiple tours. Still, 100 bomber missions was 
rare. Yet some German fliers were active for 

most of the European war, from September 
1939 to May 1945.
 Consider the case of Carl Francke.
 On September 26, 1939, the British Royal 
Navy deployed a powerful task force in the 
North Sea. Sighted by Luftwaffe recon, the 
aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal became the focus 
of attention as nine He 111s and four Ju 88s 
launched on short notice from Westerland in 
northern Germany. The hasty takeoff, coupled 
with low clouds, dispersed the Germans. 
Kampfgeschwader (KG) 26’s Heinkels attacked 
nearby British cruisers without result, and three 
of the Junkers pounced on the battle cruiser 
HMS Hood, scoring one minor hit.
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 That left Corp. Carl Francke of KG 30 to attack 
the carrier. Francke was an anomaly: an enlisted 
pilot with an engineering diploma and a stellar 
reputation as a test pilot. He had test-flown the 
Ju 88 and soon would make the inaugural flight 
in the He 177. Over the 22,000-ton carrier, he 
nosed into a steep dive, tracking the ship in his 
reflector sight. He quickly recognized that the 
alignment was wrong, so amid bursting flak he 
aborted the run. 
 The next time, Francke was satisfied. The 
automatic release-and-dive recovery system 
dropped the bombs and effected a high-G 
pullout. Francke’s observer shouted, “Water 
fountain hard beside the ship!” Upon return to 
base, Francke made a modest report: one bomb 
missed, the other might have hit.
 From there, the situation spun out of control. 

One possible hit worked its way up the Nazi food 
chain, emerging at the far end as Herr Goebbels’s 
propaganda claim: Ark Royal had been sunk.
 The British gleefully published a photo of 
the carrier returning to port. An embarrassed 
Francke—now a lieutenant with the Iron Cross—
cringed at the development. About two years 
later, Ark Royal was sunk by a U-boat in the 
Mediterranean, and ultimately Hermann Göring 
jibed Francke, “You owe me an aircraft carrier.”

Building Bombers
In February 1935, Germany abrogated the 
Versailles treaty, and Adolf Hitler announced 
formation of the Luftwaffe. The groundwork 
already had been laid with formation of an air 
ministry and the merger of paramilitary and 
sport aviation in 1933. 
 The Luftwaffe gained valuable combat experience 
via the Condor Legion in the Spanish Civil War, 

1936–1939, but World War II was another matter 
entirely. The conflagration began while some units 
were converting to new equipment.
 Hajo Herrmann had flown Ju 52s in Spain and 
quickly appreciated the new bombers. Flying 
with III. Gruppe of KG 4 in 1939, he recalled the 
transition to the Ju 88 while still operating He 
111s on daylight missions. In comparing the 
two bombers, he said of the Heinkel, “The wide-
vision cockpit…gave an excellent view forward 
and obliquely downwards.”
 However, the mission-oriented Herrmann 
found the elegance of the Heinkel design offset by 

the potential of the angular Junkers. 
“The Ju 88 was a beautiful bird, but it 
was said to be dangerous, and we had 
to test it by flying at night, first of all 
on circuits and bumps. I suggested 
that we might start straight away on 
long cross-country flights so that we 
could get accustomed to the monster 
in the air. Landing would be less 
dangerous then, and if we did crash, 
we would at least have gained some 
experience.” He confessed that his first 
attempt resulted in “a three-bounce 
landing, but without any damage.”
    Herrmann’s Heinkel had been 
intercepted by PZL parasol fighters 
over Spain, but in the Junkers, he 
walked away from Dutch fixed-gear 

Fokker D.XXIs. 

Dive-Bombers
The Luftwaffe was institutionally hard-wired 
for dive-bombers, the legacy of Gen. Ernst 
Udet’s prewar influence. With the Stuka concept 
paramount, twin-engine types such as the 
Dornier 217 and Junkers 88 were designed with 
both level and dive-bombing capabilities. The 
217 had two dive brakes in the empennage that 
held dive speed to about 355mph. British test 
pilot Eric Brown considered it “very sedate and 
unimpressive as a precision weapon.” Some 
1,700 were built, including night-fighter variants.
 German bombers, like the RAF’s, mostly were 
single-pilot aircraft. The cockpit arrangement 
usually placed the observer/bombardier right of 
the pilot for optimal crew coordination.
 Typically, the pilot approached at about  
8,000 feet, extended his dive brakes and pitched 

HERMANN GÖRING JIBED 
FRANCKE, “YOU OWE ME 
AN AIRCRAFT CARRIER.”

This photograph, taken from a wartime postcard, shows a  
Ju 88 A-4 of 9./KG 51 coded 9K+CT. It carries the unit’s Edel-
weiss badge on the nose and also has the yellow markings 
that were used on aircraft operating on the Eastern Front. 
(Photo courtesy of Eddie J. Creek)

A color photograph showing 
a FW 200 C-3 of KG 40 
based at Bordeaux- 
Merignac prepared for a 
mission. The unit code of  
KG 40 was F8. (Photo cour-
tesy of Eddie J. Creek)
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into a dive to about 4,500 feet. The cockpit horn 
sounded at the preset altitude, beeping until the 
selected release height. At that point, the pilot 
dropped his bombs, which initiated automatic 
dive recovery. With ordnance gone, the pilot 
retracted his dive brakes, shoved up the power, 
and escaped—or not.
 Germany’s primary heavy bomber was the 
Heinkel 177, a 1937 concept that only entered 
service in 1942. Its 103-foot span was identical 
to the B-17, with similar operating weights. Its 
seeming twin-engine configuration actually 
employed two DB 605s coupled in each nacelle, 
resulting in the DB 610: 24 cylinders producing 
well over 2,000hp per side. The Greif (“Griffin”) 
achieved upward of 350mph at 18,000 feet, 
a very respectable figure for its time. Defense 

against interceptors 
was provided by six 
machine guns and two 
20mm cannon, some 
in remotely operated 
barbettes rather than 
conventional turrets.
 With nearly 1,700 
produced, the 177 
partly equipped six 
bomb wings, but 
operational use was 
limited. By the time 

production ended in mid-1944, the Luftwaffe 
was almost wholly on the defensive, with a 
worsening fuel shortage that left little use for 
bombers. 
 Most remarkably, the Griffin was intended 
to be used in 60-degree precision attacks—
the equivalent of a Flying Fortress dive-
bomber. Though a 2.3-G recovery was 
easily accomplished, “Winkle” Brown aptly 
summarized the concept as “incredibly blind 
adherence to dive-bombing.” 
 A more advanced and more useful design was 
Arado’s revolutionary Ar 234, the world’s first 
jet bomber and the only one deployed in WW 
II. First flown in 1943 and delivered to KG 76 in 
the fall of 1944, the elegant design was limited 
to only 210 airframes, many as recon rather 
than bomber aircraft. Originally using the same 
Junkers engines as the Me 262, powerplants were 
changed to BMWs to free up more Jumos for 
the Messerschmitt. The twin-jet configuration 
yielded more than 450mph—somewhat faster 
than Allied fighters with the exception of the 
late-war P-47M and N.
 The Blitz bomber (doubtlessly named by 
the Arado PR shop) carried a limited payload: 
usually two 1,100-pounders, but the jet had 
a respectable tactical radius of 600 miles. 
Reportedly, 234s were the last German aircraft 
over Great Britain, in April 1945.

This Ju 86 D of 4./KG 253 General Wever coded 33+C24. 
These aircraft were operational during the Sudeten crisis of 
September 1938. (Photo courtesy of Eddie J. Creek)

A Do 217 E still carrying the factory call sign DD+LF during a 
test flight. (Photo courtesy of Eddie J. Creek)

A lineup of Ar 234 B-2s 
following delivery to III./KG 
76 at Burg near Magde-
burg during the winter of 
1944–45. KG 76 was the 
first operational bomber 
unit in the world. (Photo 
courtesy of Eddie J. Creek)

The Junkers Ju 288 V2 was used extensively undercarriage tests, but the aircraft was dogged with technical failures, as 
is evident in this photograph. The whole project of the Ju 288 was scrapped in June 1943 due to shortage of material and 
continuing complicated technical problems. (Photo courtesy of Eddie J. Creek)
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War in the West
At the opening of the Blitzkrieg in May 1940, 
the Luftwaffe deployed a dozen bomber wings 
plus Stukas and attack units. Nineteen of the 
40 bomber Gruppen flew Heinkels, while 
three had Ju 88s, and a few operated both 
types. Twelve flew Do 17s. Losses over France 
occasionally were heavy but proved sustainable 
for the short duration of the campaign. 

Next Target: England
From bases in northern France—especially in the 
Pas de Calais region—Luftwaffe bombers could 
reach Britain’s industrial midlands, including 
Manchester and Leeds. That was adequate for 
Messerschmitt 110s but not for 109s, and the 
bombers badly needed single-seat escort fighters. 
In that period, Britain’s factories—largely 
immune to attack—produced some 2,300 aircraft 
versus Germany’s 975. 
 Regardless of Luftwaffe fighter escorts, Spitfires 
and Hurricanes inevitably got at the bombers. 
Losses were constant, sometimes exceeding  
30 bombers per day. But sorties remained high, 
and bomb tonnage climbed higher: from  
4,600 tons of ordnance dropped in August to 
more than 9,000 in October, plus naval mines. 
As bomber leaders recognized, the problem 
was not the amount of ordnance but where it 
went. On the verge of knocking out several RAF 
bases, in September, Hitler ordered the emphasis 

shifted to metropolitan London. From that point 
onward, Germany could not win.  
 Accounts vary according to definitions of 
“loss,” but the Luftwaffe wrote off between 
650 and 1,000 bombers in the Battle of Britain. 
At the end of the battle, bomber strength had 
declined from 1,788 to 1,423, a net loss of  
365 aircraft, or one-fifth of the starting figure. 
 That fact forced the Germans into a night-
bombing offensive.
 Shortly after the battle, the Luftwaffe 
optimized its offensive potential with radio-
guided pathfinders dropping incendiaries on 
electronic signals. The technique worked. On 
the night of November 3, some 450 bombers 
hammered Coventry, northwest of London, 
with 530 tons of ordnance. The result was 
the first manmade firestorm devastating the 
industrial city. The British finally developed 
countermeasures in early 1941. 

Other Fronts
The attrition of 1940 had not been offset  
when Hitler turned east the following summer, 
with fewer operational bombers available  
against Russia.
 Trying to supply the Stalingrad pocket in 
1942–43, bomber wings were dragooned into 
airlift missions. It was far too little and too late. 
Some 160 He 111s were lost trying to supply  
the besieged 6th Army. The effort was directed 
by Col. Dr. Ernst Kühl, veteran of some  
300 missions, who was 57 when the war ended.
 Though Göring owned or controlled  
every thing that flew in the Third Reich, the 
Luftwaffe cooperated with the Navy in the 
Battle of the Atlantic. Thus appeared the  
Focke-Wulf 200.
 First flown in 1937, the Kurier was an 
impressive airliner, capable of 4,000-mile 
nonstop flights from Berlin to New York. 
The only combat unit, I/KG 40, flew Condor 
maritime patrol from Bordeaux, stretching 
an aerial net 1,000 miles into the Atlantic 
and north to Norway. The Condor’s primary 
role was reconnaissance, but crews claimed 
sinking hundreds of thousands of tons of Allied 
shipping through the summer of 1941, when 
attrition forced an end to offensive missions. 
Though combat losses were relatively low, the 
airframe’s integrity was marginal, especially in 
heavily loaded landings—a concern, with only 
some 260 Condors produced. Most of the type’s 
use after 1942 was as transport. The maritime 
role was only partly resumed with the Heinkel 
177 and Junkers 290.
 Luftwaffe bombers were heavily engaged in 
direct antishipping missions, from the Arctic 
Circle to the Bay of Biscay to the Mediterranean. 
Allied convoys on the dreaded Murmansk run 
to Russia came to know and fear the He 111s 
armed with torpedoes, though bombs were 

ALLIED CONVOYS ON THE 
DREADED MURMANSK RUN 
TO RUSSIA CAME TO KNOW 
AND FEAR THE HE 111S.

A Heinkel He 111 H-6 
belonging to KG 55 is being 
loaded with bombs by the 
ground crew ready for a 
mission. (Photo courtesy of 
Eddie J. Creek)
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This particular He 111H-6 was attached to KG 53 “Legion 
Condor.” (Illustration by Tom Tullis)

Above: The Spanish used captured He 111s into the 1960s 
re-engined with British Merlins, then went into production of 
the aircraft. Most, like this one, were saved when used in the 
1960s’ film Battle of Britain. Below: Rather than being racked 
horizontally, as in Allied bombers, the He 111 carried them 
vertically, which explains the way they are seen tumbling out 
of the bomb bay in wartime films. 

Note carefully in both the cockpit shot and the ground shot above, there appears to be photo-
graphic distortion that makes the nose look off-center, but it actually is off-center. The nose is 
skewed over a foot to the right to move the gunner/bombardier out of the pilot’s line of sight. 
(Photos by Budd Davisson)
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more commonly used. Stukas were especially 
effective against ships, and Fliegerkorps X in 
the Mediterranean took a steady toll of British 
convoys. But some medium bomber crews 
achieved impressive results. Flying Ju 88s with 

KG 30, Maj. Werner Baumbach was credited 
with sinking some 300,000 tons of Allied 
shipping. In 1944, as a young lieutenant colonel, 

he took over KG 200, 
conducting clandestine 
operations and recon 
missions. 
 The Mediterranean 
campaign was domi-
nated by the aerial 
siege of Malta. The 
Italians launched the 
assault in June 1940, 
largely without result. 
From January 1941, the 
Luftwaffe assumed most 
of the responsibility, 
operating from Sicily. 
Through November 
1942, the effort cost 
Germany more than 
350 aircraft, though 
sporadic attacks 
continued until  
mid-1943 from KG 30, 
54, and 77. 
 Thirty or more 
Allied ships were lost 
in the campaign; the 
island was nearly 
starved but held on to 
dominate the central 
Mediterranean.

 A brief return of the Blitz occurred in the first 
five months of 1944, when 15 bomber Gruppen 
with some 475 aircraft (mainly Ju 88s) resumed 
operations against London. The effort paid few 
dividends at heavy cost, with some 330 lost.

Standoff Weapons
With the decline of Luftwaffe bomber strength 
and capability, other methods were sought 
and found. German scientists and engineers 
produced a seminal generation of aviation 
ordnance: remote-controlled or self-guided 
weapons capable of penetrating the nearly 
impenetrable Allied air defense. 
 An antiship glide bomb was the Henschel 293, 
powered during the launch phase and striking 
with a 650-pound charge. The first combat success 
came in August 1943, when Do 217s of II/KG 100 
sank a British sloop and damaged two others in 
the Bay of Biscay. The 293 destroyed a dozen or so 
Allied ships and damaged as many more.  
 Better known was the “Fritz X” antiship 
missile with a 700-pound Amatol warhead. 
Radio-guided with a three-mile range, there was 
no defense against Fritz, which reached more 
than 750mph in its descent. The weaponeer 
in the bomber tracked the missile optically 

GERMAN SCIENTISTS AND 
ENGINEERS PRODUCED A 
SEMINAL GENERATION OF 
AVIATION ORDNANCE.

The ground crew of KG 100 
prepare their He 177 A-3s 
for transfer to France in the 
summer of 1944. (Photo 
courtesy of Eddie J. Creek)

A Ju 88 A-4 carry-
ing the markings of 
the Balkans cam-
paign, identified by 
the yellow cowling 
and spinners, 
which took place 
in the early spring 
of 1941. (Photo 
courtesy of Eddie J. 
Creek)

BOMBER PAYLOADS AND RANGE
	 Bomb	load	 Radius
B-17G	 6,000	lb.	 670	miles	
Lancaster	I	 14,000	lb.	 1,000	miles
He	111P	 4,400	lb.	 475	miles
He	177A	 5,300	lb.		 950	miles
Ju	88A	 5,500	lb.	 515	miles	 	
Radius = 1/3 of range with payload
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by its colored flares. III/KG 100 debuted the 
weapon, achieving significant success in the 
Mediterranean during September 1943. The 
Gruppe’s Do 217s sank one Italian battleship and 
damaged another. Additional Fritzes heavily 
damaged a British battleship and two Allied 
cruisers. However, effective countermeasures 
were found by jamming the bombs’ control 
frequencies.
 The V-1 threat to Antwerp and London 
seemingly ended when Allied armies overran 
northern France after D-Day. But the Luftwaffe 
had another option. In the last half of 1944, 
KG 3 and KG 53’s He 111s launched nearly 
1,200 buzz bombs against Britain from orbit 
points over the North Sea. Flown from the 
Netherlands, most missions were nocturnal 
affairs to compound the defenders’ problems, 
avoiding radar detection until the Heinkels 

rapidly climbed to launch altitude. Records are 
unclear, but nearly half of air-launched V-1s may 
have malfunctioned. Nevertheless, the “doodle 
bug’s” 1,870-pound warhead left an impression 
wherever it struck. 
 Surely the most bizarre concept was the  
Mistel composite, usually a Ju 88 airframe 
suspended below a fighter. With the bomber’s 
nose crammed with 4,000 pounds of explosive, 
the 109 or 190 would release the package and 
guide the package electronically. Mistels were 
used east and west but with no particular success.

Numbers Count
During the war, Germany produced nearly 
100,000 frontline aircraft, excluding trainers. 
Fewer than 2,000 were four-engine types versus 
31,000 B-17s and B-24s and 16,000 Lancasters, 
Halifaxes, and Stirlings. 
 Lumping in all German aircraft that might 
generically be called bombers, the total ran 
about 18,000, including transport and recon 
variants. The United States alone built that 
many B-24/PB4Y Liberators.
 Nevertheless, the Reich Air Ministry was 
exceedingly consistent in allocating resources 
for bomber construction. From 1939 through 
1942, combat aircraft production ran around 
28 percent bombers. After the strategic reverses 

of 1942–43 at El Alamein and 
Stalingrad, bomber production 
dropped to 18.5 percent in 1943 
and barely 5 percent in 1944. 
Almost no bombers were built in 
the five months of 1945.  
 From a high of 1,758 in May 
1940, bomber strength thereafter 
rarely hit 1,500, with steady 
decline after January 1944. The reason was 
twofold: attrition and declining production. For 
instance, in the summer of 1943, bomber losses 
peaked during the Battle of Kursk, running one-

third of frontline strength in Russia and one-
quarter overall. 
 To put Germany’s monthly strength in per-
spective, the RAF launched its first 1,000-plane 
raid in May 1942, a figure reached by the U.S. 
Eighth Air Force in early 1944. Germany’s 
bombers, like its fighters, were smothered 
beneath an avalanche of Allied airpower.  

Visit Barrett Tillman at btillman.com.

BOMBER ARMAMENT
B-17G	 	 11	.50-cal.	MGs
Lancaster	I	 Six	to	eight	.303-cal.	MGs
He	111P	 	 Seven	7.92mm	MGs
He	177A	 	 Three	7.92mm	MGs,	three	13mm	MGs,	two	20mm	cannon
Ju	88A	 	 Four	7.92mm	MGs

BOMBER PRODUCTION
Consolidated	B-24/PB4Y	 18,482
Boeing	B-17	 	 12,731
Junkers	88	bombers	 11,000	
Avro	Lancaster	 		 	7,377
Handley	Page	Halifax	 	6,178
Heinkel	111	 	 	6,508
Heinkel	177	 	 	1,169

Armorers load an SC 1000 
(2,204-pound) bomb onto the 
external carrier of a Junkers 
Ju 188 E-1 belonging to KG 6. 
(Photo courtesy of Eddie J. 
Creek)

Left to right: This FW 200 
C-3, W.Nr. 0043 still car-
ries the factory call sign 
SG+KS and a large number 
photographs of this aircraft 
were produced, with many 
having had certain items 
removed by the censor. 
The ground crew of this 
He 177 A-3, coded NF+GB 
of Flugzeugführerschulen 
(B) 16 training unit at Burg, 
are preparing to start the 
engines. The Me 264 V1, 
coded RE+EN, is seen here 
during its maiden flight on 
December 23, 1942. Only 
one machine of this type 
was ever built and flown 
although it did have its 4 x 
Jumo 211 engines changed 
to 4 x BMW 801 MG/2 TC-1 
air-cooled 14-cylinder radial 
engines on April 14, 1944. 
(Photos courtesy of Eddie 
J. Creek)


