Lightnings P-38 versus Stukas Ju-87

A deadly encounter over the Mediterranean Sea4319

By Hans Peter Eisenbach

On request of the British government General Eisemdn agreed in October 1943 to send
some long-range P-38 fighters to the Eastern Megditean Theatre of Operations in support
of British operations in the Aegean Sea. Th® Eighter Group was moved from its base in
Tunisia to Gambut/ Lybia near Tobruk, a few milesswof the Egyptian border. From there
they were to escort Royal Navy ships. Based onCbmnbat Air Patrol Mission Repodf
Major William Leveretté, Commanding Officer 37 US Fighter Squadron, and added
additional information the following account gives accurate picture of the dramatic
encounter of German and American combat aircratthénsky over the Strait of Karpathos in
the vicinity of Rhodos on October 9, 1943.

On October 5, the 87 Fighter Squadron deployed, with minimum time akowfor
preparation, to Gambut for a new venture. The pegtols were flown on October 7. 8 P-38s
took off this day at 12.00 hours to escort a Britenvoy of two cruisers and four destroyers.
The flight patrolled over the convoy for thirty nuites. The flight returned to base at 18.00 hrs
after an intermediate stop. A second flight of €i§h38s took off to escort a convoy of
warships at 14.00 hours and patrolled over theniticifor thirty minutes without incident.
They landed in Gambut at 17.30 hrs.

Another two patrols were flown on October 8. Ei§h88s took off at 09.05 hrs to escort the
convoy that was also escorted the preceding ddldgquadron. Two of the aircraft returned
early and six patrolled over the convoy for thinynutes without incident. The patrol landed
in Gambut at 13.35 hrs. More Eight P-38s took ofL2.30 hrs to patrol over the Island of
Leros. The flight was fired upon by flak from SouthHeraklion and North of Leros Island.
The flight landed at 16.25 hrs. In the evening aededust storm covered the airfield of
Gambut and all the conversation of the crews ireduthe hope of another movement to a
better airfield. No one seemed to be greatly isteek in the results of the mission and in fact
some pilots believed that the mission has no wortiey began to despair of seeing any
enemy aircraft.

On October 9 the US fighters were again schedualguidtect the British convoy consisting of
the cruiser HMSCarlisle and the destroyerBanther, Petard, Rockwoodnd the Greek
destroyer HHMSMiaoulis. The ships were now heading southeast in order tbhdvaw
through the straits between Scarpanto and Rhoddédetandria. Strong combat air patrols
for the ships were available. Almost continuoushtiey cover was provided throughout the
mornind till 11.55 hrs by 1 Fighter Group / 12 US Fighter Wing. The replacement for this
squadron was the 37US Fighter Squadron / $4US Fighter Group led by Major William
Leverette. The rendezvous with the British conva@gswplanned for 12.15 hrs. So towards
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midday several ten minutes elapsed during whichetineas no air cover. The flight led by
Major Leverette took off in Gambut at 10.30 hrs.tAsy reached the vicinity of the island of
Karpathos at exactly 12.00 hrs they already coaklthe British convoy. Leverette saw the
cruiser smoking. Obviously the warships were urattack of German Stukas. But the flight
was too far away so that they could not interckptattacking Stukas. The German air strike
caused very heavy damages on the Cruiser HMBisle and HMSPantherwas deadly hit
and sank at 12.05 hrs. Without being attacked byigfers the Stukas fulfilled their mission
and returned to their base in Megara west of Athveitis only one aircraft lost by ship anti-
air-artillery. Among the successful Stuka pilots swéhe 22 years old Fritz from
Frankfurt/Germany. It was his $&ombat mission and it lasted 230 flight minutest His
missions in the Aegean theatre he was awardeddhectoss.

In the meantime the P-38 Lightnings closed on tevoy from southwest. The flight time
from Karpathos to the warships was approximatety m@nutes in which the US fighter
aircraft had to climb from low level up to 8000 feSimultaneously the Ju-87 Stukas from II.
Group Stuka Wing 3 approached from northwest thesBrwarships at an altitude of 10.000
feet. It was thelLuftwaffe’'s second echelon. A hostile encounter between ttecking
German force and defending US flight over the Bhitconvoy was inevitable. When the US
Pilots sighted the formation of some 30 German Bmbers Leverette dispatched one flight
of three P-38s to fly top cover while his flighbskd with the Stukas. Leverette himself was
flying the P-38 LightningStingeree”, tail number 81.

The Stuka was not a particularly nimble aircrafif i wasn't to be approached casually,
either, especially when encountered in wholesd® la addition to wing-mounted guns, it
carried a rear gunner manning a flexible machine dgund with so few hunters - Leverette's
wingman was a new, nervous, slightly trigger-happgl - attacking so many targets,
conserving ammunition was the key: "Get in closeé arake every round count.” Here is the
report of Major Leverette.

— ,; : _‘ Leverette: “At 10:30 hours | departed with nine P-38s

from Gambut. Shortly after takeoff, two planes wiereed
to return because of engine trouble, leaving fo883 of
my Red Flight, and three of Lt. Wayne Blue’s flight

We went all the way on the deck to stay under Germa
radar on Crete, and sighted the British warshipsabihost
exactly noon, fifteen minutes before our scheduled
rendezvous. The ships were approximately 15 mistad
Cape Valoca, on the Isle of Scarpanto. | contathesn on
their frequency, and was told that they were uratack. |
could see that the cruiser was smoking from thenste
Before we could get within firing range of the Simk
several of them made dive-bombing runs on the dBriti
warships. At least one hit was scored on a destraykich
broke in two and sank immediately.

I led my P-38s up to 6000 feet, and began a cotoltekwise circle around the ships, just
out of range of any nervous anti-aircraft gunnefs | reached 8000 feet and was about
halfway through the first circuit Lt. Homer Spriekithe number four man in my flight, called



out, “Bogies at one o’clock!” There was a cloudtbem in the distance. They were slightly
higher and approaching the ships from the northtwes

I immediately added power to speed up the climblaidnged course to pass slightly behind
the bogies, in order to make a positive identifmatas to the type of enemy aircraft. It
quickly became clear that they were Junkers 87 &Stukl-winged dive-bombers, probably
out of Crete or the airfield at Scarpanto. Theraev25 or 30 of them, in three flights.

As we closed on the Stukas — it was about 12.fidld ILieutenant Blue to hold up his flight

momentarily in case there were more enemy airergfossibly fighters following the Stukas.
With my flight | immediately closed on the left remarter of the Stuka formation. The

obvious plan of attack was to get in close to thik& and clobber them with short, accurate
bursts from our .50-calibre machine guns.

Before the Germans knew we were there, | attadkede¢aresenemy airplane ahead of me
| fired a short burst with the .50s from about 2@moke poured from the left side of the
Stukas engine.

The Stuka pilots who still had bombs aboard jetisbthem as soon as the shooting started.
Several of my pilots also reported later that a bemof the Stukas jettisoned their fixed main
landing gear as well. As soon as | saw the smokargp from the first Stuka, | broke to my
left, and attacked aecond Stukdrom his rear and slightly below. After | firedshort burst
from about 200 yards, this aeroplane rolled oved apiralled steeply downward. | broke
away to the left again and turned back toward thenfation of Stukas. As | did, | saw both
Stukas | had already fired on strike the water. retleough each Stuka had a rear gunner
armed with twin 7.92 mm machine guns on a flexideint, I'am sure that neither of the rear
gunners had fired at me.

| attackeda third Stuka from a bt
slight angle off its left rear. |
opened fire at this aeroplang
just as the rear gunner fired a
me. The gunner immediatel
ceased fire, and | saw the pilg -
jump out of the aeroplane T

although | did not see hig
parachute open. The gunner di
not get out.

| continued on into the enem
formation and attacked anothe
Stuka - myfourth - from an
angle of 30°. | observed canno
and machine-gun fire hit th
Stukas engine, and | saw larg
pieces of cowling and other
parts fly off. The engine immediately began smognofusely, and the Stuka nosed down.

| broke away upward to my left, and then re-entéredenemy formatiodnother Stukawas
nearly dead ahead. | opened fire again with my cemand machine guns from an angle of
about 15°. The canopy and various parts of thik&flew off, and a large flame shot out of



the engine and from along the left wing root. Therger jumped out of the aeroplane as |

passed it.

Continuing into the formation, | approachediath Stukafrom below and to his left rear, but
on a crossing course that would take me over taigit rear, heading slightly away from it.
| was closing so fast, the only way to bring mygtmbear was to roll the P-38 tightly left, to

US P-38 Lightnings patrolling over British warships — Oktober 9, 1943

The British warships are heading
south to Alexandria, Egypt.

an almost inverted attitude. As my
guns lined up on the Stuka
momentarily, | opened fire at very
close range and observed concentrated
strikes on the upper right side of the
engine. The engine immediately began
to smoke, and | broke away slightly to
my left. My element leader, Lt. Troy
Hanna, saw this aeroplane hit the
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water.

ws oo || | attacked theseventh Stukafrom

= || straight behind and slightly below. The

e rear gunner fired at me briefly, but he
stopped as soon as | fired at short
burst of my own. As the Stuka nosed
slightly down, I closed to minimum range and fieeghort burst into the bottom of the engine
and fuselage. Some Ju 87s were thought to haveemgm@ps, and this one acted as though
its prop had been shattered and completely shotyaiMae Stuka abruptly and uncontrollably
pitched downward and | was instantly looking braddsat a nearly vertical Stuka directly in
front of me. | was already committed to passingeunéath him, so | intuitively jammed the
control yoke forward as hard as | could. | heardddelt a large thump as | went past him.
Looking back, | saw a falling object that | at fifsared was my left tail. But the tail was still
in place. The falling object was probably the Stpkat or gunner catapulted out of their seat
by the negative G force of the plunging airplane.the dog fights, lasting approximately
fiteen minutes, fifteen JU-87s (and

Ju-87 Stukas from
Megara and Argos
are attacking from
Northwest.

: . W L B1 Ju-88
one JU-88) were shot from the ski€ 2/0t farry Troy Hanna 5 Ju-87
i i 2/Lt. Harry Troy Hanna Ju-87 dam
by the attacking flight and the toj At Ve b S-aT Brae
cover had accounted for another JU  yaj. wiiliam Lawrence Leverette 7 Ju-87
i Maj. William Lawrence Leverette 2 Ju-87 dam
87 which brought the grand total t¢ 2. ¥11"1am L2Rnenes, 3 Eacny
seventeen. We engaged the Ju § 2/Lt. Homer L Sprinkie .Ju—gz; prob
until they passed over the south coa  2/1% 2020t & U317 iame, ur i+
of Rhodos at approximately 123

hours.Later on the ground the damage to the edge of my propeller bladesgat@o be very
light. We reasoned that my props had cut into thé daf the Germans rudder and fin.
Fortunately, he fell faster than | did, or | woutdve plowed headlong into him.”

Only the fact that the Lightning’s were running efifuel and ammunition caused the fighter
pilots not to continue the massacre. In the offici8AAF World War 11 Victory Credit list
Major Leverette accounts seven air victories, leéeant Hanna accounts 5 more, Lieutenant
Sprinkle got 3, Lieutenant Margison 1 and LieutérBlne also 1. German sources confirm a
minimum of 6 Stukas with the call-sign: GM, DN, FRP, MP and AU The operational
period at Gambut was finished the same day. Onl@ctd0 the squadron received the
notification that they would return to Ste Marie it This information was gladly welcomed



by all concerned as it meant leaving the dust amtls of Lybia. On the four days of
operations out of Gambut between October 6 to @ctOhl5 missions and 121 sorties were
flown. By evening of October 13 all personnel had returned to Sainte Marie dufr his
leadership and individual performance in the actiorOctober 9, 1943 Leverette received the
Distinguished Service Cross.

II\E/IFz);lle(())rgllfgverette continued to down enemy aircrafbtiner actions, finally totalling 11 victory
credits to become one of the top 20 aces in theitblednean theatre of war. During his
military career, Leverette flew 45 different airtrdrom the BT-2 biplane to the F-104. He
retired as a Colonel from the Air Force in 1965.died April 7, 2003 in Beaverton, Oregon.

He was 89 years old. Leverette was one of only Ammericans in World War 1l to score

seven victories in a single encounter wifh
the enemy. The Stuka Ju 87D-3/Trop with
the call-signS7-GM, which also was sho
down by Major Leverette on October 9,
1943 was found in 2004 in th
Mediterranean Sea. Almost sixty years after
her loss the wreck was caught to the net gf a
fishing boat. It was then drugged all the way
to shallow waters. On 5 October 2006 the

Hellenic Air Force successfully carried out thevagle of this Stuka. Fritz, the German Stuka

pilot who participated as a member of I. Group &tWking 3
in the attack against the British warships on Oetd) 1943
is killed in action on March 30, 1944 on the EastEront.
Fritz was 23 years old when his Stuka Ju-8BJ3EH was
hit by soviet Anti-Air-Artillery and crashed 35 kinetres
southeast of Ostrow near the town of Utkino atWwdikaya
River banks together with his wireless operator Nger
Smolla. In 2005 Fritz hi®ilot's Flying Log Book “Flugbuch”

was discovered and his story was written down & libok

“Fronteinséatze eines Stuka Fliegets”

*Hans Peter Eisenbach: “Fronteinsatze eines Stuégdfs, Mittelmeer und Ostfront 1943-
44", Helios Verlag Germany 2009, ISBN 978-3-9383®60. Hans Peter Eisenbach is a
retired Lieutenant-Colonel of the German Air Force.



