CHAPTER III

THE FALL OF PANTELLERIA

June 1943

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

Reichmarschall Goring to Sicily's Jagdgeschwadern, 25 June 1943

June opened quietly for the defenders of Malta, though the first Spitfire patrol was airborne at 0445 providing escort for incoming shipping and protection to those already in harbour. These patrols continued throughout the day and were not called into action until late afternoon when, at 1800, a raid comprising at least 22 fighters and fighter‑bombers was detected approaching the island at between 25,000 and 30,000 feet. Three IXs of 126 Squadron were airborne and were ordered to intercept, while four Vs of 1435 Squadron and four IXs of 185 Squadron were scrambled to assist. The Messerschmitts crossed the coast and dropped four bombs which fell into the sea north‑east of Grand Harbour, one section of three fighter​bombers being sighted by the 126 Squadron patrol, Pit Off Lem Barnes (EN532/MK‑W) closing to 400 yards from dead astern on one as he fired, observing white smoke issuing from it as it turned on its back and dived towards the sea following his attack. He fired several further bursts, the Messerschmitt emitting clouds of black and white smoke as it levelled out at 2,000 feet, a height at which Barnes broke off his attack. He claimed it as probably destroyed; a Messerschmitt of III/JGS3 was reported to have belly‑landed near Comiso but whether as a result of this combat is not clear. Meanwhile, other Spitfire sections were unable to engage the departing raiders and one aircraft of 1435 Squadron, ES3 13/V‑B flown by Plt Off Ken Chandler RCAF, developed engine trouble and crashed into the sea, the pilot having safely baled out five miles north of St Julian's Bay, although not without some difficulty:

"I rolled the aircraft onto its back. I started to fall out. One of the parachute shoulder straps caught on the hood which I had neglected to jettison. I could not reach the part which was caught as the speed of the fall made it impossible for me to raise my hands. About ten or fifteen seconds passed before I could wrench myself free. Suddenly, I found I was free. I pulled the ripcord and as I felt the jerk of the parachute, I saw my aircraft diving far below me. When I was six feet above the water I released my parachute. My dinghy remained attached to my Mae West which I had forgotten to inflate. However, my Mae West kept me afloat until I could inflate my dinghy. The water was calm and warm. Meanwhile, the rest of my section was circling my position." 
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A nearby minesweeper was promptly on the scene as were two ASR launches:

"The minesweeper lowered a boat which started to pull towards me, but two HSLs arrived, converging on me. One [HSL166] threw a line, which I  caught and I was pulled alongside and helped aboard. I was in the water for only about ten minutes."

The raiders returned next day (2 June), 21‑plus being reported approaching Grand Harbour at 1820, two Spitfires of 229 Squadron's standing patrol being vectored onto them while eight more (four/229 and four/126) were scrambled. The original pair spotted three of the fighter‑bombers at 22,000 feet when 30 miles north of the island, Sgt Salzman (JK428!X‑A) making a head‑on attack on one which dived away without apparently being hit. A second Messerschmitt was seen attempting a diving attack but this was evaded. By this time the 126 Squadron section had sighted about a dozen scattered fighters, identified as Messerschmitts, FW 190s and Reggianes, about ten miles north of Gozo, Flg Off Alex Vale (EN402/MK‑R) gaining hits on a Bf1O9G before it escaped southwards; Vale annotated the relevant logbook entry accordingly: "Y Service made it a probable", although it has not been possible to ascertain the identity of his opponent. The 229 Squadron section also sighted three fighters north of the island but were unable to engage.

The Luqa Wing now had a new Wing Leader, Wg Cdr W.G.G. Duncan Smith DSO DFC having arrived from the UK at the end of May, replacing Wg Cdr Thompson who had come to the end of his operational tour. On the morning of 3 June, Wg Cdr Duncan Smith (flying AR560 which still carried its previous owner's markings, JMT) and 1435 Squadron's CO, Sqn Ldr O'Neill (JK282/V‑U) set off at 0800 to escort a PR Spitfire flown by Wg Cdr Warburton to Syracuse. Having uneventfully achieved their brief, O'Neill observed a schooner off Cassibile which was duly strafed. It was the turn of Malta's fighters to go on the offensive, Wg Cdr Duncan Smith leading 23 Spitfires ‑ eight each from 229 and 249 Squadrons, plus seven IXs of 126 Squadron ‑ on a sweep over the Comiso area. South of Cape Scalambri at 1210, while flying at 25,000 feet, at least six BflO9Gs of 5/JG53 were encountered and engaged by 126 Squadron, Sqn Ldr Jackson (EN402/MK‑R) and Pit Off Geoff White (BS557/MK‑C) each claiming one destroyed, while three others were claimed damaged by the Wing Leader (JK650/JMT), Sgt C. Clay (EN390/MK‑G) and Sgt Jock Davidson (JK61 1/MK‑M). One Messerschmitt was shot down, that flown by Uffz Herbert Stracke who baled out of Black 7 (WkNrl 8097) over the sea and was drowned. In return, one of the Spitfires was claimed shot down by Fw Theo Reiter. Of the action, Wg Cdr Duncan Smith wrote:

"Leading 126 Squadron round Comiso, and not finding any enemy fighters, I re‑crossed the Sicilian coast; then, climbing hard to 12,000 feet, turned the Squadron back inland again. As I expected, the ME1O9s were following us out so we had a splendid jump on six of them. I got in two good bursts at the leader, knocking several bits off his tail and port wing, and my No2 damaged another. Other pilots destroyed two 109s and damaged two more. This success was the reward of a planned variation in our normal tactics."

The Luftwaffe retaliated in force next day (4 June), a 35‑plus fighter sweep being detected approaching Malta from the north at 0745, but these did not cross the

_______________________________
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coast. Three sections of Spitfires were patrolling as the raiders approached, although one of 185 Squadron's IXs was obliged to return early, leaving the remaining three to engage a formation of BflO9Gs from 11JG53 escorting a number of FW19Os of III/SKG1O at 26,000 feet, 10‑15 miles north‑east of Zonqor Point. The leader, Flt Lt Hal Knight (EN533/GL‑N), closed to within 50 yards of one Messerschmitt which became enveloped in smoke and went down in flames. A patch of oil was seen on the surface of the sea some 15‑20 miles north‑east of Grand Harbour where it was believed the fighter had crashed. His victim was almost certainly Uffz Hans‑Wilhelm Ellers of 1/JG53 whose aircraft (White 3/WkNrl8O82) failed to return from this sortie. Meanwhile, Sgt W.A. Cruickshank (EN4O4IGL‑W) made a stern attack on a second Bf109, closing to 200 yards, and saw numerous strikes on its wings and fuselage before it fell away, apparently out of control. He was credited with its probable destruction, probably the aircraft (Yellow 6/WkNrl8O64) flown by Oblt Heinz‑GUnther Hennig of 3 Staffel who, despite being wounded, managed to reach Comiso safely where an emergency landing was successfully achieved. A patrol of 126 Squadron Spitfires also met five Messerschmitts ‑ apparently from 4/JG53 ‑ about ten miles north of Grand Harbour, Sgt E.A. Riseley (JK139/MK‑A) damaging one. Flt Sgt J.E. Staples (JK61 l/MK‑M) saw two more on the tail of his leader, Flt Lt John Keynes, attacked and forced them to break away but it was too late to save Keynes whose aircraft (EN532/MK‑W) crashed into the sea, the 59th victim of ObIt Fritz Dinger. Staples then engaged two more BflO9s and saw strikes on the port wing and tailplane of the one he attacked before it escaped at low level. A rescue launch covered by a section from 126 Squadron was sent out to search for the missing 29​year‑old pilot from Surrey, but to no avail ‑ only an empty dinghy was sighted in the area of the combat. Some two hours later, Sqn Ldr White (JG8381X‑W) led eight Spitfires of 229 Squadron to patrol off Grand Harbour when hostile aircraft were reported approaching. Two FW19Os were sighted at 19,000 feet north of the harbour, the CO attacking one of these from astern before making a pass at the other. Although no hits were claimed, the Squadron recorded that "other souces" ‑presumably the Y Service ‑ later confirmed damage to one of the intruders.

The first elements of 322 Spitfire Wing began arriving from Tunisia during the day, 81 Squadron landing at Takali led by newly promoted Wg Cdr C.F. Gray DFC, the new Wing Leader, while 322 Wing's former Wing Leader, newly promoted Grp Capt P.H. Hugo DSO DFC, was appointed OC Wing. The other four squadrons followed, 152 commanded by Sqn Ldr F.W. Lister, 154 by Sqn Ldr A.C.G. Wenman, 232 by Sqn Ldr C.I.R. Arthur, a Canadian in the RAF known as 'Duke', and 242 led by the Acting CO, Flt Lt G.F. Silvester, while Sqn Ldr W.M. Whitamore DFC arrived to take command of 81 Squadron. To make room for the new arrivals, 185 Squadron left Hal Far, its birthplace, and moved to Krendi, the move coinciding with the arrival of a new CO, Sqn Ldr I.N. MacDougall DFC relieving Sqn Ldr Crafts who was tour‑expired. The new CO recalled:

I joined 1435 Squadron on 10 May and after about a month with that Squadron I took over 185, which was then at Hal Far and was equipped with Spitfire IXs. These were the first to arrive at Malta, I think, and they were a great improvement on the Spitfire Vs with which the other squadrons were equipped. By then, the days of the great blitzes on Malta were over. The Germans were licking their wounds after being thrown out of North Africa and most of their aerial activity consisted of reconnaissance, to see what the Allies would do next, and limited fighter opposition to the American heavy
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bomber raids which were building up in frequency against targets in Sicily and southern Italy. We had to leave Hal Far and form a Wing with 229 and 249 Squadrons at Krendi. This was an airfield on the southern side of the island, which had been hewn out of the side of a hill. There were bad crosswinds, the runways were narrow and the two 'home' squadrons turned out to watch us land. They had had a fair number of accidents and they looked forward to seeing 185 disgrace itself. But all the 185 pilots were very much on their mettle and both on our arrival and for the next week or so flew carefully and broke nothing. But eventually they relaxed and we had the same frequency of accidents as the other two squadrons."

At the same time as 185 Squadron received its new CO, Flt Lt McKee was promoted to lead B Flight and Fit Lt T.W. Wilmot DIM arrived to take over A Flight. 152 Squadron received some sad news when Sqn Ldr Lister was informed that a vehicle carrying some of his NCO pilots had crashed while making its way to the debarkation port in Tunisia, resulting in the deaths of three and minor injuries to five others, although the latter would all soon rejoin the Squadron at Malta.

The advance elements of another Spitfire Wing ‑ 244 ‑ also began arriving, Wg Cdr Peter Olver DFC leading 145 Squadron (Sqn Ldr L.C. Wade DFC, an American in the RAF with 22 victories, two shared) and 601 Squadron (Sqn Ldr J.S. Taylor DFC, 14 victories, two shared) to Luqa, from where it was to operate in preparation for the forthcoming invasion. The arrival of Wing's other components, 92, 417 RCAF and 1SAAF Squadrons, was imminent; all were veterans of the Desert fighting. With so many Spitfires now assembled at Luqa, the resident squadrons ‑ 126 and 1435 ‑ moved to the new strip at Safi and consequently became the Safi Wing under Wg Cdr Duncan Smith.

At 1345 on 5 June, four Spitfires of 229 Squadron led by Fit Lt Les Gosling were despatched to search for a missing Spitfire, JK3 10 of 232 Squadron, overdue on its flight from Tunisia, which was reported to have crashed on the small island of Linosa after its pilot, Pit Off Edward Cam, had advised Malta that his engine had cut. Orbiting the island at 4,000 feet and finding no ground opposition, the Spitfires dropped down to deck level and soon located the wrecked aircraft, which was minus one wing, but there was no sign of the pilot, who had in fact been taken prisoner. As they overflew the north‑west corner of the island, one of the pilots reported suspected machine‑gun fire from a blockhouse‑type building, the leader ordering two of his section to strafe it before all four returned to Malta. Wg Cdr Ellis led the Krendi Wing comprising 23 Spitfires drawn from 185, 229 and 249 Squadrons on an offensive sweep over south‑east Sicily on the morning of 6 June as a diversion for US Liberators which were carrying out raids in the Catania area. Three or four FW19Os were sighted near Vittoria but these were soon lost from sight and no other enemy aircraft were encountered. During the mid‑afternoon, 16 Spitfires from 185, 249 and 1435 Squadrons were patrolling when 15‑plus 1317109s were sighted over Zonqor heading north‑east at 31,000 feet. Fig Off Matt Reid (EN4O 1) of 185 Squadron attacked one with five short bursts from rear quarter and astern but was unable to observe any tangible result. He then followed another Messerschmitt for about ten miles when he saw Fit Sgt G.R. Nadon RCAF (EN404/GL‑W) attack one at 28,000 feet. The Canadian fired a long burst from astern, closing to 200 yards. Strikes were seen on its starboard wing root, following which the Messerschmitt rolled over and went into a spirai dive, emitting black smoke. Nadon was credited with its probable destruction and also fired at two others, though without observing any result.
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An alert was sounded at Malta just after 0815 on 7 June when 12‑plus enemy fighters crossed the coast at 30,000 feet on reconnaissance. Eight Spitfires were on patrol and a section from 185 Squadron spotted one unidentified fighter at 25,000 feet, diving away northwards. It was not pursued. A second alert was sounded at 1424 on the approach of at least two fighters, but these also evaded a section of patrolling Spitfires. The siren went again at 1612 when a formation of nine fighters was detected approaching from the north‑east although these did not cross the coast. In the other direction eight Spitbombers of 1435 Squadron led by Wg Cdr Duncan Smith, with six IXs of 126 Squadron as cover, bombed factory buildings and railway sidings at Pozzallo. Explosions were seen among warehouses. During the raid, top cover was informed of enemy fighters in the Comiso area, aircraft returning from reconnaissance over Malta, but these were not sighted.

Six IXs of 126 Squadron carried out an offensive sweep early on the morning of 8 June, crossing the Sicilian coast between Sampieri and Pozzallo at 24,000 feet and patrolled the Comiso area. Although they failed to draw up any fighters from the airfield, eight were seen off Cape Scalambn heading eastwards at low level, while a further 15 BflO9s were sighted up‑sun. However, these failed to attack and the Spitfires returned safely to Malta. The Messerschmitts were probably part of the formation II/JG53 which attacked four Spitfires of 229 Squadron 15 miles south of Cape Scalambri at 0855, damaging two including that flown by Sgt J.D. McKenzie (JK646/X‑V), who turned for home, losing height and glycol and eventually baled out ten miles north of St Paul's Bay, from where he was picked up by HSL1O7 after 25 minutes in the water. Maj Michalski, the Gruppenkommandeur, and Uffz Hermann Witt of 5 Staffel each claimed a Spitfire destroyed in this action. Two further air raid alerts were sounded at Malta, one just before midday when nine fighters approached, including at least three FW19Os, and the other during early evening when about six BflO9s were sighted off Zonqor Point. Although Spitfires were up on both occasions, no engagements occurred. Meanwhile, 683 Squadron's Flt Sgt Lewis (EN412) narrowly avoided becoming a victim of the Messerschmitts when he was jumped by two when photographing over Messina. Having evaded these, he safely returned to Malta despite a faltering engine.

9 June proved to be a relatively busy day for Malta's Spitfires, seven from 126 and 249 Squadrons being airborne when two unidentified high‑flying fighters approached Gozo shortly after dawn but, although sighted high above the 126 Squadron patrol, were not engaged. Later in the day, a total of 16 patrolling Spitfires drawn from 81, 126 and 154 Squadrons were alerted to the possibility of a raid, although this did not materialise. Two IXs of 81 Squadron had returned early due to various problems and a third (EN254) crashed on landing, although the pilot, Sgt H.L. Theobald, was unhurt. At midday no fewer than 40 Spitfires took to the air (twelve/229, twelve/249, nine/185 including seven IXs, and seven IXs of 126), all fitted with medium‑range fuel tanks, as escort to US Liberators tasked to bomb Catania and Gerbini airfields. The Spitfires of 126 Squadron, when over Catania at 22,000 feet, saw ten BflO9s, five FW19Os and six MC2O2s some five miles out to sea, preparing to attack the bombers. The Spitfires climbed to engage but the enemy fighters declined combat and dived away. At 1325, when returning to Malta, another formation of fighters was sighted south of Cape Passero by 126 Squadron and Sqn Ldr Jackson (EN295/MK‑P) led an attack on these, chasing a Macchi down from 24,000 feet to sea level, firing several bursts and observing strikes on its starboard wing before it evaded and escaped. 185 Squadron also sighted enemy fighters but no engagements developed. Although there were no reported combats for the Spitfire pilots apart from that in which Sqn Ldr

68 
SPITFIRES OVER SICILY

Jackson was involved, Fw Reiter of 51JG53 nonetheless claimed a Spitfire shot down at 1300. Meanwhile, other Spitfires covered the bombers as they departed Sicily, escorting to Malta three with engine problems and two with flak damage. One of the latter crash‑landed at Luqa, its crew suffering injuries during the process. Returning Spitfire pilots reported that the American bombing appeared good, bursts being seen all over both target areas ‑ among aircraft dispersal area and pens, while fires could be seen burning at Gerbini from some 30 miles distant. In fact, at Gerbini all the SM79s of 279"Squadriglia AS were destroyed or seriously damaged. As dusk approached, three unidentified aircraft approached Malta from a northerly direction but did not cross the coast. Three Spitfires of 249 Squadron, scrambled to investigate, failed to sight the intruders.

Gela was the target for ten Spitbombers (six/249, four/185) on the morning of 10 June but, to the attacking pilots, the aerodrome seemed deserted. Two bombs were observed to explode on the south‑west end of the runway. Covering Spitfires from 185 and 249 Squadrons similarly reported a lack of activity and all returned safely to Malta. It was the turn of 152 Squadron to supply the fighter‑bomber force ‑ eight aircraft led by Grp Capt Hugo ‑ which departed Malta at 1600 to bomb buildings and the marshalling yards at Pozzallo, where two direct hits were reported on a road running east to west from the town. Escorting Spitfires from 81 and 242 Squadrons returned without incident, although one of the former (EN204) had crashed on take‑off from Takali, Sgt MJ. O'Grady RAAF suffering minor head injuries when his aircraft hit a truck, then ploughed through two buses just outside 152 Squadron's dispersal before landing on top of one of the latter unit's Spitfires (ER787), which burst into flames. Airmen working on the Spitfire had a narrow escape, all suffering minor burns. The sirens were sounded at Malta at 1455 when three BflO9s approached from the north, crossed the coast over Gozo and turned towards Hal Far before heading out over Grand Harbour, pursued by four Spitfires of 185 Squadron's standing patrol. One of the Messerschmitts was a reconnaissance machine of 2(H)/14 flown by Lt Friedrich Zander, while escort was provided by Obfw Rollwage and Fw Reiter of 5/JG53; the latter recalled:

"We had just made the turn to stay with the reconnaissance aircraft during its photo run when Rollwage called out a warning. He had spotted 'Indians' above us. The pilot of the reconnaissance Messerschmitt responded with an irritated 'ja, ja' and then he made a half‑roll and dive in order to shoot his pictures from a much lower altitude. We stayed with him but unfortunately so did the Spitfires and the reconnaissance machine was shot down as we retired." 2

Zander had fallen victim to 185 Squadron's Flg Off Hap Kennedy (EN533/GL‑N):

"We were at 31,000 feet. They were perhaps four miles away and already losing height in a wide sweeping turn to starboard over Grand Harbour. They straightened out on a northerly course with their noses down, and I knew they would be exceeding 400 mph. I had the throttle open and I rolled over and headed on a course to cut the angle toward the 109s, which had separated a little. I could see that! was gaining on the nearest 109. We were down to 5,000 feet and our dive had become quite shallow. I could see the Sicilian coast a few miles ahead. Now I was within range at 300 yards, and I let him have a good squirt. The first strikes were on the port radiator from

__________________________
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which white smoke poured, indicating a glycol leak. I knew I had him before the engine broke out in heavy black smoke. At that moment a good burst of tracer went over my starboard wing, quite close to the fuselage. I skidded hard to port, then broke around. But there was no 109, only two Spitfires coming toward me. I thought the nearest inexperienced pilot mistook me for a 109. It happened not infrequently."

Apparently unaware of his mistake, Kennedy's No2, fellow Canadian Pit Off Red Sinclair (EN403/GL‑A), claimed to have fired at the Messerschmitt and was subsequently awarded a share in its destruction. Kennedy's report added:

"The ME109 was confirmed by Intelligence as destroyed as they learned that the pilot had baled out ten miles south of Pozzallo."

Four patrolling Spitfires of 249 Squadron were vectored towards at least four enemy fighters which approached within ten miles of Gozo at about 1745 but no contact was made. Four more intruders were detected at 1953. A dozen airborne Spitfires from 81, 232 and 249 Squadrons were unable to carry out an interception although the 81 Squadron section pursued one to just south of Sicily before breaking away. Three IXs of 185 Squadron, again led by Flg Off Kennedy (EN468/GL‑J), enjoyed greater success when scrambled at 1650 and were vectored north of Pozzallo where they sighted an ASR Dol 8 of 6 SeenotStaffel ‑obviously searching for the missing Messerschmitt reconnaissance pilot, Lt Zander5 ‑ escorted by a single MC202 which was orbiting 1,500 feet above the rescue machine. Kennedy called Ops for advice and was ordered not to attack the flying boat, whereupon the Spitfires promptly gave chase to the Macchi. Kennedy again takes up the story:

"Red Three, Flt Sgt A.L.1 Sinclair [EN349/GL‑C1, was closest to the Macchi and attacked first and got in some strikes. I had a good crack from 200 yards. It began to smoke. It was going down. I broke off the engagement as the enemy aircraft was in a gentle dive, engine on fire at about 1,000 feet about six miles off the coast. We were still a few miles off the coast at 1,000 feet. We turned around to head south for Malta. I passed quite close to the Dormer flying boat going in the opposite direction. I knew that there was a custom of chivalry about air/sea rescue operations. That was why I had called Ops. I also knew that the invasion of Sicily was imminent and that some of our boys might be down in the water in the next couple of weeks. But I had mixed emotions as I looked through the perspex for a fleeting second at the pilot of the Dormer." 6

Sgt P.H.P. Roberts RAAF (EN404/GL‑W) fired his guns in anger for the first time when he also opened up on the Macchi, as he later noted "Squirted at 202 but no hits". The third alert of the day was sounded at 1953 when four aircraft approached Malta from the north‑west. A dozen Spitfires, four each from 81, 232 and 249 Squadrons, were airborne and the 232 Squadron section sighted three of the fighters at 20,000 feet off Gozo but they dived away before they could be engaged.

___________________________________

3/4 see Black Crosses off my Wingtip.

Despite an intensive search Lt Zander was not found and was presumed to have drowned.

6 see Black Crosses off my Wingtip.
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The 81 Squadron quartet also gave chase to the enemy but broke away just south of Sicily and returned to Malta. Due to the increase in the number of Spitfires now resident on the island, some shuffling of units took place to accommodate these, with 1435 Squadron moving from Krendi to the newly constructed airfield at Safi during the day, joining there 126 Squadron which had just moved in. The Station Commander, Wg Cdr Innes Westmacott DFC, a former Malta Hurricane fighter pilot, was there to greet them.

The Fall of Pantelleria

Following the surrender of Axis forces in Tunisia on 13 May, the next stage of the Allies' plan was put into action ‑ the aerial assault against, and ultimate capture of, Pantelleria. Malta's squadrons were not to be directly involved, the main assault being launched by heavy and medium bombers of the NWAAF and A‑36A and P​40 fighter‑bombers, while escorts to the bombers were provided by P‑38Gs, P‑40s and US Spitfires of the 31st and 52nd Fighter Groups, the latter units based on the Tunisian coast at Korba under the command of Lt Col Fred M. Dean and Lt Col George W. West respectively. The American Spitfire pilots had performed admirably during the Tunisian fighting, the 31st FG having amassed over 60 victories and the 52nd FG even better with at least 86 in little over five months. Initially, the 52nd was required to provide air defence of Tunis and Bizerta, claiming three raiders in three days (two of these, a Fw190 and a Bf109, were credited to i/Lt Sylvan Feld, thereby raising his score to nine), leaving the 31St to escort the bombing missions against Pantelleria.

By 6 June, Axis fighters were beginning to put in an appearance as the American bombers relentlessly targeted the fortified island, the Messerschmitts of III/JG53 claiming three Bostons shot down (in fact RAF Baltimores of 18 Squadron), while II/JG27 claimed a Spitfire (credited to Fw Heinrich Steis of 4 Staffel, his 15th victory) and a P‑40 for the loss of a Bf1O9G of 6 Staffel (Lt Hans Nitzsche killed). The Spitfire attacked by Steis was apparently that flown by 2/Lt Frederick O. Trafton of the 308th FS of the 31st FG, who, nonetheless, survived the ordeal. Four MC200s of 3°Gruppo escorted by 21 MC2O2s from 151° and 153°Gruppi operating from Palermo failed to find the Allied invasion ships approaching from the west and returned with their bombs intact. Next day, III/JG53 claimed a P‑40 and a P‑38 but lost two of its own aircraft although both pilots survived; II/JG27 also claimed a P‑40 but lost two Messerschmitts, one from each of 4 Staffel (Lt Hans‑Ulrich Kornstädt PoW) and 6 Staffel (Fw Albin Dörffer PoW). One of the American Spitfire pilots, 1/Lt Robert M. Lupton Jr of the 309th FS, claimed a FW19O damaged during the day. Next day (8 June), there occurred a clash between a dozen Italian BflO9Gs of 150°Gruppo and a formation of MC200s of 3°Gruppo, each mistaking the other for the enemy. One 'Spitfire' was claimed by a Macchi pilot, but one Macchi was shot down into the sea by a Messerschmitt, while another formation of six BflO9Gs of 150°Gruppo, together with 23 MC2O2s from 151° and 153°Gruppi and li MC2O5V of 1°Stormo, flying a caccia libera mission (Freie Jagd, free chase) engaged in combat US Spitfires and P‑38s which were escorting bombers, six Spitfires and one Lightning being claimed shot down for the loss of two MC2O2s and their pilots, 368"Squadriglia's CO, Cap Mario Ferrero, and M.llo Elio Cesari, plus two other Macchis severely damaged.

It was not until 9 June, however, that the American Spitfires engaged in major mortal combat. After an aircraft of the 308th FS flown by 1/Lt McMann was shot down off Pantelleria in the morning by a Bf1O9G (363‑7) of 363"Squadriglia flown by Ten Ugo Drago, other pilots from the 308th were sent out to search for
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signs of their missing colleague (who was later rescued by an Allied craft), these intercepting a mixed force of an estimated 16‑20 MC2O2s ‑ in fact, there were 14 Macchis of 151°Gruppo plus four BflO9Gs of 150°Gruppo. Four Macchis and one Messerschmitt were claimed without loss, a stunning victory for the Spitfires, with Capt Thomas B. Fleming, who was leading, and 1/Lts Edwin Dalrymple, Royal N. Baker, Walter J. Overend and Merritt C. Wolfe claiming one apiece. Two Macchis were actually lost, both Cap Bruno Veronesi, the Gruppo commander, and Sottoten Antonio Crabbia baling out safely, as did the Messerschmitt pilot, Ten Drago, who had just claimed a second Spitfire shot down, another being claimed by Ten Giovanni Chiale. All three downed Italian pilots were later flown back to Palermo aboard an SM8 1. Among the US P‑40 units in action this morning was the 99th FS, the first all‑Negro unit within the USAAF, which was attached to the 33rd FG at Fardjouna (Tunisia) for operations; two of its pilots, 1/Lt Spann Watson and 1/Lt Willie Ashley, each claimed a FW19O damaged to open the Squadron's score.7

During the afternoon, while escorting B‑24s in company with P‑38s of the 1st FG, the 308th FS again became involved in combat, this time engaging BflO9Gs of II/JG27 and I/JG53. The Americans reported meeting an estimated 36 Axis fighters and claimed three shot down, one by Capt Fleming for his second victory of the day, another by 1/Lt Overend, also his second of the day, and the third by i /Lt Alvin D. Callender. Another was damaged by 1 /Lt Adrian A. Davis, while the Spitfire flown by 1/Lt Gordon Rich was hit and damaged, necessitating the pilot to bale out into the sea from where he, too, was later rescued, being picked up from his dinghy by an RAF Walrus. The Messerschmitt pilots meanwhile claimed five P‑38s and one B‑24 shot down, one pilot of 1/JG53 failing to return, Fw Marian Mazurek in White 16 (WkNr15266) of 1/JG53, a 35‑victory ace, apparently falling victim to B‑24 gunners.


But even greater success was to follow for the Spitfires next day (10 June) when

three BflO9Gs and two FW19Os were claimed in the morning. Messerschmitts of

II/JG27, operating from Trapani, attempted to intercept a formation of B‑26s and P ‑

40s. In a disastrous operation for the defenders, II/JG27 lost nine aircraft8 and their

pilots to the combined fire of Spitfires of the 307th FS and P‑40s of the 325th FG;

1/Lt John H. White claimed a FW19O and a Bf109, Capt William C. Bryson a

FW19O, 1/Lt Roland F. Wootten Jr a Bf109, 1/Lt John K. Conley a Bf109, 1/Lt

Charlie F. Fischette a Bf109, he and Wootten sharing a probable. 1/Lt Jerry D.

Collinsworth probably destroyed another, and damaged a FW19O. In return, Lt Willy

Kientsch of 6 Staffel claimed two Spitfires (his 31st and 32nd victories) and Fw

Heinrich Steis of 4 Staffel a third (his 16th victory), while Hptm Werner Schroer,

Konimandeur of II Gruppe, reported shooting down a B‑26 and two P‑40s in two

separate actions, thereby raising his score to 80; pilots of II and 1111JG53 claimed a

further four P‑40s and a B‑26; one Messerschmitt of Il]JG53 was damaged and force‑

landed near Modica. IIISchG2 reported that two of its FW19O fighter‑bombers had

been shot down by Spitfires off Pantelleria with the loss of Fw Walter Koch of 6

Staffel and Uffz August Lutter of 7 Staffel, both of whom were killed.

The 99th Fighter Squadron would have to wait until 2 July before chalking up its first victory, when 1/Lt Charles B. Hall reported shooting down a FW19O over Sicily during a bomber escort mission.

___________________________

8 4 Staffel lost Lt Erich Buschek, Uffz Meinhard Mondry, and Uffz Fritz Stumpf; 5 Staffel lost Lt Hans Lewes; and 6 Staffel lost Lt Wilhelm Kuetgens, Uffz Friedrich Cziossek, Uffz Helmut Hefter, Uffz Robert Karlsböck, and Fw Erwin Sinnwell ‑ all of whom were posted missing.
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The MC2O2s of 151°, 153° and 161° Gruppi were similarly decimated when they attempted to engage an evening raid by B‑24s and B‑26s, seven of the Macchis9 falling to the Americans for the loss of one Spitfire, although this was reported to have been erroneously shot down by a P‑40s of the 99th Fighter Squadron. The downed Spitfire pilot, 1/Lt George Gooding of the 307th FS, was not seen to bale out and his aircraft crashed into the sea. For the 309th FS, Maj Frank A. Hill shot down one Macchi, while others were claimed by Capts Carl W. Payne and Berry Chandler, and 1/Lts Dale E. Shafer Jr (who also reported being attacked by a P‑40), Robert O. Rahn, and Donald J. Keith, while i/Lt James R. Swiger claimed a Messerschmitt. In addition, 2/Lt Leonard H. Meldeau claimed a FW190 probable, and Capt John H. Paulk damaged another Messerschmitt. Italian pilots claimed two Spitfires, one P‑38, one B‑24 and six B‑26s in this action.

The amazing run of victories continued on 11 June, the 31St claiming five BflO9s and two FW19Os in two actions during the day ‑ one apiece by Capts Bryson and Collinsworth (FW19O) of the 307th, two by 1 /Lt Fischette (plus a third damaged) and another by 1/Lt John White (FW19O), also of the 307th, and two more by 1/Lts Baker and Derwood K. Smith of the 308th ‑ all achieved for the loss of one Spitfire flown by i/Lt Monroe P. Smith, who was killed, although three were claimed by JG53 pilots, one by Fw Martin von Vacano of 8 Staffel (his second victory) in the morning, and two in the afternoon battle by Oblt Wilhelm Klein of i Staffel (his sixth) and Oblt Franz Schiess of 8 Staffel (his 54th); two Messerschmitts of II Gruppe were lost, Lt Walter Hofmann being posted missing in Black <+1 (WkNrl8O54) while the other pilot survived a crash‑landing near Cape Granitola, in which his aircraft (WkNr15299) was wrecked; a third pilot, from 6 Staffel, made a wheels‑up landing at Trapani. These latest victories raised the 31st FG's score for the three‑day period to no fewer than 27 MC2O2s, FWI 90s and BflO9Gs, mainly the latter. Spitfires of the 52nd FG joined in the action, 1/Lt Robert E. Armstrong Jr of the 4th FS shooting down a FW19O ‑ apparently an aircraft of II/SchG2 flown by Lt Arthur Liedtke of 5 Staffel ‑ which attempted to attack shipping of the invasion fleet; Liedtke was killed. Later, seven BflO9Gs of 150°Gruppo and nine MC2O2s of 53°Stormo provided escort for nine MC200s and FW 190s attacking the shipping, but no losses were reported by the Italians on this occasion. Another unit of Spitfires operating with the USAAF was also active in the area of Pantelleria during the afternoon, when the newly re‑formed GCII/7 of the embryonic Free French Air Force met BflO9Gs and FW19Os, one of the latter being claimed by Sgt‑Chef Louis Kann in co‑operation with two American pilots (although the USAAF later denied him a share in the destruction of the fighter​bomber), while Adjt Constantin Feldzer reported meeting a lone Ju88 which he also claimed shot down. Of his recollections of this day, Feldzer later wrote:

"The weather was very fine, with a cloud layer between 10,000 and 13,000 feet, over which the show of hundreds of planes crossing each other in a ballet shining in the sun, with no enemy planes in view, was somewhat deceiving. 13,000 feet below, a few Italian fishermen were praying to Madonna to give us a quick victory as they had had no drinking water for eight days. They didn't give a damn to whom would possess the island. Their only concern was to get drinking water, Fascist or not. GCII/7 had

9 The missing pilots were Ten Giancarlo Celle of 151° Gruppo; Cap Domenico Bevilacqua, M.llo Paolo Franchi, Serg Rino Nava of 153°Gruppo; and Ten Giuseppe Marazio, Sottoten blando Soprani, M.llo Giuseppe Ravasio of 161°Gruppo.
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despatched a dozen planes, and circling over these clouds for an hour made one sleepy rather than eager for action. That's how one's attention drops and trouble arrives. For take‑off, we had switched on the belly tank, enabling us to drop it in case of combat, keeping the wing tanks full. When the belly​tank was empty, a red light flashed to signal the pilot to switch on the other tanks. That day, bad luck. The bulb of the red light had blown! The engine coughed for a few seconds, then silence. I tried the starter. Nothing. Gliding over a cloudy sea one hundred kilometres from the coast is not as poetic as one would imagine. The most efficient way to restart was to dive vertically, winding the propeller. The engine coughed, sprayed a few puffs of smoke and began to run smoothly."

As he broke cloud coming out of the dive, he suddenly saw below at about 1,000 feet a single Ju88 flying towards Sicily:

"What luck! It was gift of God on a blue tray, an incredible and wonderful gift which came after all I had endured for six months. Thank God for giving me three human lives and a fucking bomber! It was mine, this Ju88. I just had to make a slight change in the course of my dive, so it was no longer a dot in the sky but a plane growing in the middle of my gunsight. Just one correction in the course of my flight. Wait a split second to be sure not to miss, and with my body shaking I fire one long burst with all my guns ‑ the plane shakes and the smell of cordite invades the cockpit. Just time to see the explosion, and I was already 300 feet below and well in front of the blazing Ju88 ... On this date P‑40 Warhawks of a second Free French unit, GCII/5, flew a  total of 54 sorties in co‑operation with the American fighter‑bomber squadrons.

Thirty‑three‑year‑old, Russian‑born Adjt Constantin Feldzer had flown Bloch 152s with GCIII/10 during the Battle of France in 1940, when he claimed a Bf109 shot down. After fleeing to Algeria just before the French capitulation, he and others attempted to reach Gibraltar by sea but were captured and imprisoned. Released in 1942 following the Allied landings, he resumed flying and was posted to the newly reformed GCII/7; he later flew with Normandie‑Niémen, the French volunteer group which served on the Eastern Front where he was shot down and spent the remaining months of the war as a POW.'

One of the first war correspondents to reach Pantelleria was Alex Clifford of the Daily Mail, who graphically recalled events leading up to the surrender and the chaos of the moment:

"Preliminary bombing of the island began on 9 May, and each day that passed saw a stepping‑up of aerial and naval bombardment. One by one the little houses of Pantelleria village were pounded into dust. Jetties were smashed, roads blocked. A water distilling plant was broken, and it became more and more difficult to distribute supplies. The 15,000 troops on the

__________________________________
10 GCII/7 (7th Escadrille of Groupe de Chasse II) commanded by Cmdt Adam was the first of recently re‑formed Free French units to be equipped with Spitfires, and was attached to the RAF's 245 Coastal Wing at Sidi Ahmed but had moved up to Utique airfield between Tunis and Bizerta for this operation (see Appendix I).

see On Y Va! by Constantin Feldzer.
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island had to spend most of their time crowded into tunnels and trenches and the huge subterranean hangars on the airfield. The civilian population scattered to isolated houses on the hillsides."

After the Allied invasion force was sighted, and having contacted Rome with the news that he was no longer able to withstand the assault, Admiral Gino Pavesi, who commanded the island's garrison, radioed Malta and offered to surrender; Clifford continued:

"But the attack was already under way. The whole tremendous process had been put in motion. Wave after wave of Flying Fortresses [B‑17s] were approaching the target. Fifty, eighty ... and when their number got into three figures the men in the assault craft, rapidly approaching the island, stopped counting. They had never seen anything like that bombing. At last the planes flew away. The British cruisers were still firing, but the one brave Italian gun which had been replying was silent now. At noon, zero hour, the attackers disembarked. On one of the beaches there were a few bursts of machine‑gun fire, but they were short and ineffectual. Not a shot was fired in the harbour. As the assault craft came skimming in, shabby, dusty Italian troops began popping out of ruined houses and hoisting white flags. They were waiting to surrender. Admiral Pavesi, apparently bewildered by the situation, fled into the hills. They did not find him until six o'clock. The commander sent an emissary with an interpreter to chase him, and finally he consented to walk down to the airfield. Pantelleria village, where 3,000 fisherfolk used to live and kept their boats, was a rubbish heap. There were big stretches of the countryside practically covered with bomb craters. The airfield was littered with bits and pieces of Italian fighters. But the superb underground hangar remained untouched beneath its artificial hill, and its great white‑washed interior was crammed with an incredible collection of junk. A couple of hundred Italian prisoners squatting on the ground and chattering like magpies. Some 50 Germans standing aloof; they were Luftwaffe technicians. A dozen absurd little tanks. Two biplanes of astonishing antiquity. Then a couple of hundred two‑decker beds littered with clothing, books and letters, cartridges and razors and bottles of ink. Upstairs in a tunnel‑like gallery was the Luftwaffe mess and store‑room. Great 7‑lb tins of butter from Holland or Denmark, excellent tinned pears, 40‑lb cheeses, brandy, wine and beer, crates of cigarettes, real coffee. The Luftwaffe, at any rate, is still eating luxuriously."

Pantelleria had long been a thorn in Malta's side. Neighbouring Italian‑controlled islands of Lampedusa, Linosa and Lampione were soon to follow.

*                                   *
*

Spitbombers from Malta were active again on the afternoon of 11 June, eight from 152 Squadron attacking a factory at Pozzallo, scoring two direct hits on the factory, other bombs seen to explode near the railway line, on the main road between the target and the town, and in the town. There was only light, inaccurate flak and no fighter opposition was sighted by the escort drawn from 232 and 242 Squadrons and led by Grp Capt Hugo. Comiso aerodrome was the target for eight Spitbombers of 1435 Squadron led by Wg Cdr Duncan Smith but heavy cloud
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prevented an attack so Pozzallo was bombed instead. On this occasion four MC2O2s were seen by the escorting Spitfires from 126 and 1435 Squadrons but were not engaged. In an attempt to draw enemy fighters into the air, 14 Spitfires from 185 and 229 Squadrons carried out an offensive sweep over southern Sicily during the early evening but only served to attract the attention of heavy and accurate flak from the Comiso area. All returned safely.

Next day (12 June), the advance elements of 324 Spitfire Wing began flying in from Tunisia led by Grp Capt G.K. Gilroy DSO DFC. The remaining squadrons would arrive on the morrow led by the newly appointed Wing Leader, Wg Cdr H .S .L. Dundas DFC. All five squadrons were led by seasoned campaigners; 43 was commanded by Sqn Ldr M. Rook DFC and had only recently joined the Wing, 72 by Sqn Ldr S.W. Daniel DFC, 93 by Sqn Ldr W.M. Sizer DFC, 111 by Sqn Ldr G.U. Hill DFC RCAF, and 243 by Sqn Ldr E.D. Mackie DFC RNZAF. The new squadrons were based at Hal Far and retained their autonomy as 324 Wing, while 111 Squadron was transferred to Safi where it temporarily joined 126 and 1435 Squadrons of the Safi Wing.

In the meantime the offensive against Sicily continued unabated. The factory power station at Marzamemi was visited during the afternoon of 12 June by six Spitbombers of 1435 Squadron, the sections led by Wg Cdr Duncan Smith and Plt Off Atkinson. Bombs were seen to fall on the target. On the return flight a small military‑type barge was seen just off the coast, which was duly strafed, but no enemy aircraft were encountered. An afternoon sweep by 19 Spitfires from 81 and 154 Squadrons attracted the attention of three FW19Os south of Syracuse but no engagements occurred. Earlier in the day, a Swordfish of the ASR Flight successfully located a dinghy and its occupant, a German airman, was rescued by an ASR launch from Malta, but the Swordfish failed to return and searches were subsequently carried out for it by four Spitfires of 229 Squadron, a Wellington and a Beaufort, but all to no avail. However, news was later received that the missing aircraft had landed safely at Sousse on the Tunisian coast. On arrival the Swordfish pilot, Sgt Syd Cohen, had a remarkable story to tell:

"During the air‑sea rescue mission, the plane got a fit of the Gremlins. I swept down on a landing field and saw a few burnt‑out aircraft, but we were still not sure that it was Lampedusa. Then we saw white objects being waved by figures on the edge of the field. Two Italian officers came up to our aircraft, followed by civilians. We were vastly intrigued by the leader of the deputation. He was wearing a Tyrolean hat with a large plumed feather (headdress of the crack Bersalieri), a leather jacket, shorts and high boots, and he burst forth into voluble Italian. We gathered that the Italian was offering the island's surrender. In view of the accidental nature of my mission it was a bit of a shake‑up, but! put on a bold heart, and asked to see the Commandant of the island. I was taken to the Commandant's villa and presented to a high ranking officer. We were joined there by a further contingent, including our Tyrolean friend. Our session was interrupted when everybody suddenly made a dash from the room. The reason was that an air raid was starting, but there was no sound of gunfire or bombs. I concluded that the nerves of my hosts were wearing a bit jagged. We followed them down a steep flight of steps into an operational room 75 feet below ground level. I tried to explain that I was not an Allied emissary; but they asked me to return to Malta and inform the authorities of the offer to surrender. They gave me a scrap of paper with a signature on it.
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We decided to make for Tunis. We returned to our aircraft and were about to crank her up when four or five of our fighter‑bombers zoomed over at zero feet. Two more fighters sheered off when they spotted the markings on our plane. Twelve single‑engined bombers US P‑40s or A‑36As] next began bombing the harbour. Our Tyrolean friend reappeared and advised us to leave at once, as the heavy bombers would probably be coming over very soon. He urged us to leave before the raid started, and we took off, reached Tunisia and landed, where I went to an American camp nearby and produced the Italian surrender chit. My crew now call me 'The King of Lampedusa." 12

Naval vessels were despatched to Lampedusa to formally accept the surrender. Linosa followed the next day, its garrison of 140 Italians raising the white flag on the approach of a Royal Navy destroyer, and a third Italian island, Lampione, was occupied soon thereafter. With the Allies now in control of the islands, Wg Cdr J.D. Bisdee DFC ‑ who had commanded 601 Squadron at Malta during the previous year ‑ was appointed Garrison Commander and Military Governor of Lampedusa, Brigadier‑General A.C. Strickland USAAF being appointed to similar offices at Pantelleria, where American Spitfires from the 31St FG and squadrons of P‑40s soon took up residence.13

Two Spitfire Vs of 1435 Squadron fitted with long‑range tanks were airborne at 0740 on the morning of 13 June for an offensive sweep over southern Sicily, but once again no enemy aircraft were encountered. A total of 36 Spitfires ‑ a dozen IXs drawn equally from 126 and 185 Squadrons, plus 24 Vs from 229 and 249 Squadrons ‑ were airborne just after 1100 to escort US Liberators briefed to bomb Gerbini and Catania aerodromes. On approaching the bombers at the rendezvous point, one of the Liberators fired at Fit Lt Ron Green's aircraft (EN479/MK‑N) which sustained some damage. Other 126 Squadron pilots sighted four MC2O2s south of Cape Passero although these did not attempt to engage, while those from 229 Squadron observed four BflO9s and three MC2O2s attacking the bombers at 25,000 feet near Comiso. One Spitfire pilot fired at a Macchi without tangible results, the enemy fighters then breaking off their attacks on the bombers, but over Gerbini three FW19Os and at least ten BflO9s and Macchis dived on the escort but were evaded without damage. As the coast was re‑crossed on the homeward journey, more enemy fighters attacked and three Spitfires chased a FW19O at deck level, Fit Lt Les Gosling (JK4281X‑A) claiming strikes on its tail and starboard wing. As 229 and 249 Squadrons withdrew from the target area three BflO9Gs of II/JG53 attacked and promptly shot down the Krendi Wing Leader, Wg Cdr John Ellis (JK533/JE), Sgt Jock Davidson (EF569/X‑Z) of 229 Squadron, and Sgt B.W. Sheehan RNZAF (ER8 i 1IT‑J) of 249 Squadron. In the ensuing series of combats strikes were scored on the cockpit of a Messerschmitt by newly commissioned Pit

___________________

12 As related to Reuter's Special Correspondent at Allied HQ in North Africa. Syd Cohen survived the war but, in May 1948, having volunteered to fly for the embryonic Israeli Air Force, he was killed when the Norseman utility aircraft in which he was flying crashed at Rome's Urbe Airport. Also killed in the crash was the legendary Canadian fighter pilot George Beurling, a veteran of Malta's 1942 air battles who had similarly offered his services to the Israelis. Sabotage was suspected.

13 Spitfires of the 52nd Fighter Group remained responsible for the air defence of Tunis and Bizerta, and reported a further three victories against FW19Os on 12 June (credited to I/Lt Robert E. Armstrong Jr, 1/Lt James O. Tyler and 2/Lt Robert L. Burnett III of the 4th FS) against an attempted interception of Allied shipping; ten days later 1/Lt Albert C. Adams Jr of the 2nd FS claimed a FWI9O. One more victory would follow before the Group moved to Sicily in late July after the invasion, 1/Lt Armstong claiming his third victory, a Ju88, on 8 July.
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Off Don Nicholson (JK879/T‑B) of 249 Squadron, who recalled:

"The 109s were spotted coming down on us from the rear and we broke right to turn towards them. I had just straightened up when I saw in front of me a 109 coming towards me from my left. I just pushed the firing button and the 109 flew through my line of fire. I saw a couple of strikes near the cockpit and then it was gone ‑ all very sudden and over in a few seconds. I did not see it go down but John Beatson confirmed seeing it dive vertically and also seeing an aircraft hit the ground. This may have been my victim. Anyway, the Intelligence Officer said 'probably destroyed'‑ who was I to argue!"

It is believed that Wg Cdr Ellis was shot down by Maj Michalski for his 58th victory. Apart from the Gruppenkommandeur's victory, two more Spitfires were claimed by Lt Karl Paashaus and Obfw Herbert Rollwage of 51JG53; the latter's victim (his 40th) apparently crashed near the village of Mineo. Two more Spitfires from 249 Squadron crashed on landing, one of which ‑ EF539/T‑F flown by Flt Sgt Jack Hughes ‑ had been damaged in the action, although neither pilot was injured; Hughes noted:

"Scrap over target with MElO9s and FW19Os. Wingco Ellis, Sgt Sheehan and Sgt Davidson missing. I got shot up. Port aileron and control broke, no air pressure and no ASI. Crossed Catania airfield at 2,000 feet and chased out to sea. Crash‑landed at Luqa doing about 200 mph. Kite written off."

All three missing pilots were later reported to be prisoners and were entertained in JG53's mess at Comiso by Hptm Friedrich‑Karl Muller, Kommandeur of I Gruppe, and his officers. Next day Wg Cdr Ellis was flown to Germany. Fw Reiter remembered meeting Sgt Jock Davidson, a Scot, although he apparently thought he was a New Zealander but had obviously confused him with another of the captured pilots, Sgt Bernie Sheehan:

we had him as our guest for a day. In the evening there was a promised bout of heavy drinking, in which our colleague enthusiastically took part. By about midnight he was completely drunk and we set out for my tent, which he was to share with me. It was a clear, starry night as we walked to our tent quarters. On the way there he stopped. He stood, rather unsteadily, looking in the direction of Malta, and murmured over and over in a drunken, melancholy voice, 'There lies Malta, there lies Malta." 14

Sgt Sheehan later recalled:

"Our altitude was 30,000 feet. I spotted and reported a gaggle of ME1O9s and Macchi 202s above, behind and attacking. We turned 180°. I fired, turned and was hit in the port wing. My attacker overshot. I fired and scored hits around the engine cowling but was forced to take evasive action. My Spitfire was losing power and overheating but I managed to get on the tail of a Macchi, fired and the e/a exploded. My aircraft was again hit, the instrument panel disintegrated, smoke and flames appeared and I decided to vacate. My parachute opened at about 15,000 and a 109 circled me several times, the pilot waving."

__________________________

14 see Jagdgeschwader 53 Volume Two.
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He was plucked from the sea by an Axis rescue craft. It seems probable that he had been shot down by Italian BflO9Gs rather than MC2O2s, since in addition to the II/JG53 claims, Serg Magg Carlo Cavagliano of 153"Squadriglia reported the destruction of a Spitfire, which was chasing a German Bf1O9G, and this was seen to crash off the coast near Priolo after the pilot baled out. The Bf1O9G‑equipped 3°Gruppo had only recently arrived at Comiso from San Pietro, where the Italian pilots had been training with their new mounts. Another Spitfire was lost during a late afternoon sweep, Sgt F.L. Jones of 242 Squadron being obliged to bale out of EE668 into the sea 25 miles north of Malta when his aircraft developed engine trouble. A dozen Spitfires from 229 and 249 Squadrons were airborne in relays between 1750 and 1930 to escort HSL1O7 despatched to rescue Jones who was picked up unhurt. One of the escorting Spitfires of 249 Squadron crashed on landing and was written off although the pilot was uninjured. Earlier in the day a PR Spitfire (EN421) of 682 Squadron flown by Sgt D. Penn, which had taken off from La Marsa in Tunisia for a reconnaissance to the Naples area, failed to return.

It was not only Malta that was receiving fighter reinforcements but Sicily also, BflO9Gs of Stab/JG77 landing at Trapani during the day following their flight from Germany, I and II/JG77 following a few days later. The Jagdgeschwader had just re‑equipped following the end of the Tunisian Campaign, during which its pilots had claimed some 350 victories. Commanded by Maj Johannes Steinhoff, who had personally amassed 157 victories, of which 148 had been claimed in the East, JG77 had been the most successful of the Luftwaffe fighter units in Tunisia and could boast many aces within its ranks including the Kommandeur of I Gruppe, Oblt Heinz‑Edgar Berres (44 victories, including seven in the East), and Hptm Siegfried Freytag (96 victories, of which 49 claimed in the East), Kommandeur of II Gruppe, both veterans of the bitter fighting over Malta in 1942. Others with substantial scores included Lt Ernst‑Wilhelm Reinert (II Gruppe with 154 victories, including 100 in the East), Obit Franz Hrdlicka (II Gruppe, 31 victories, of which 27 were gained in the East), Lt Armin Köhler (I Gruppe, 22 victories), Fw Otto Pohl (I Gruppe, 18 victories), and Obit Ernst Laube (I Gruppe, 14 victories). Thus, a wealth of vastly combat‑experienced pilots had arrived to strengthen and bolster the Sicilian fighter defences. Stab and II Gruppe were located at Trapani, I Gruppe at Sciacca. The Jagdgeschwader's III Gruppe was currently based in Sardinia. Also arriving at this time was a newly established FW19O fighter‑bomber unit, IV/SKG1O commanded by Maj Heinz Schumann, which had been formed in France from the Jabo Staffein of JG2 and JG26. IV/SKG1O located at Gerbini where II/SKG1O was based. Although the Luftwaffe was making an effort to increase its strength and defensive capability on Sicily, Mussolini was desperate for the Germans also to strengthen the mainland's weakened defences; during a meeting with his commanders on 14 June he stated:

"We have neither a powerful bombing force nor the fighters to protect it it is absolutely essential for Germany to supply our needs for AA defence in our homeland, that is planes and guns."

But with the defeat of German forces in North Africa, the loss of military superiority on the Eastern Front, the ever‑increasing aerial assault on Germany's industrial might by UK‑based aircraft, and now the imminent threat of invasion of Sicily and southern Italy, there was little material assistance for Hitler to offer.

Meanwhile, on the evening of 14 June, a total of 38 Spitfires drawn from 81, 126, 154 and 232 Squadrons carried out a sweep of south‑eastern Sicily, Wg Cdr
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Gray leading in EN350/CG. An unidentified enemy aircraft was sighted by 154 Squadron and three BflO9s by 126 Squadron but no engagements ensued until 232 Squadron was attacked from astern by six to eight MC2O2s while pursuing seven Messerschmitts, at which Fit Lt W.A. Olmsted RCAF (JK274) and Flt Sgt A.V. Frewer RNZAF (JK235) fired but without observable results. Avoiding the assault, the Spitfires drew the Macchis southerly towards 81 Squadron which was flying at 26,000 feet in the Comiso‑Noto area. The Wing Leader, at the head of the Spitfires, sighted 15 single‑engined fighters ‑ which were identified as Messerschmitts and Macchis ‑ below and carried out a diving attack, personally shooting down one of the former while Flg Off P.G. Barber (EN1 81) and Flt Sgt G.S. Hulse (EN478) each claimed a Macchi damaged, although it would seem these were also BflO9s and that all three 6/JG53 machines were lost. Wg Cdr Gray later wrote:

"I dived on a 109 and fired from 200 yards, observing cannon strikes on the fuselage. There was a large explosion behind the cockpit, petrol spewed out, and the piane finally caught fire." 15

Fw Engelbert Hofmann was killed when his aircraft (WkNrl55l2) was shot down in flames near Donnafucata, south of Comiso (presumably Gray's victim). A second 1317109 (WkNr18286) was lost when Fw Hans Feyerlein baled out north​west of Scicli as the result of battle damage, while Uffz Reinhold Zimmermann belly‑landed his crippled fighter (WkNrl992l) at Comiso, having been wounded in the action. In return, Uffz Hermann Witt of 5 Staffel claimed a Spitfire although none was lost on this occasion.

Three more Spitfire squadrons flew to Malta from Tunisia during the day, 92 Squadron led by Sqn Ldr P.H. Humphreys, 1SAAF (Maj D.D. Moodie DFC SAAF), and 4 17RCAF led by the celebrated Sqn Ldr P.S. Turner DFC'6, who had dropped rank to take command of the Canadian Squadron, the three squadrons joining 244 Wing at Luqa. Both 92 and i SAAF had seen much fighting in the Western Desert and Tunisia, 41 7RCAF being a relative newcomer to the Middle East although it had taken part in the closing stages of the Tunisian Campaign.

When 35 Spitfires from 324 Wing carried out their first offensive sweep over south‑eastern Sicily at midday on 15 June, they met only heavy flak over Comiso, where six Spitbombers of 1435 Squadron escorted by eight IXs of 126 Squadron and six Vs from 1435 Squadron bombed the aerodrome. All bombs were reported to have fallen within the aerodrome perimeter, four exploding on the runway and six falling in the dispersal area. A large fire was seen in the dispersal area and heavy but inaccurate flak was experienced. The escorting fighters swept from north of Comiso to Scogletti and although several enemy fighters were seen near Comiso, they took evasive action and were not engaged. On returning to Malta two 324 Wing aircraft crashed on landing although neither pilot was injured. Two uneventful sweeps were carried out over south‑eastern Sicily on 16 June, 35 Spitfires from 43, 72 and 243 Squadrons overflying Ragusa, Comiso and Gela during the late morning, followed by six IXs of 126 Squadron which orbited over Comiso, Biscari and Cape Scalambri at 20,000 during the late afternoon. No enemy aircraft were seen in the air but two were observed taking off from Comiso, using the grass and not the runways. Malta had two alerts during the day, at least

__________________________________

15 see Spitfire Patrol by Wg Cdr Cohn Gray DSO DFC.

17 Sqn Ldr Stan Turner had fought in France in 1940, and in the Battle of Britain, before

taking command of 249 Squadron at Malta in early 1942.
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three enemy aircraft crossing the coast at 22,000 feet just before 1000, a further six approaching shortly before dusk. Spitfire patrols were airborne on both occasions but failed to intercept. A reconnaissance Ju88 of 2(F)1122 ‑ F6+GK flown by Lt Josef Trager ‑ despatched from Trapani to carry out a sortie over Malta, failed to return. Details of its exact fate are unknown although it apparently crashed into the sea with the loss of the crew, presumably due to engine problems.

Six BflO9s were sighted by Spitfires of 324 Wing near Ragusa while on a sweep of south‑eastern Sicily shortly before midday on 17 June, but these avoided combat. The sweep by 37 Spitfires of 72, 93 and 111 Squadrons led by Wg Cdr Dundas was a prelude to the bombing of Comiso and Biscari by US Liberators, the bombing force itself covered by more than 70 Spitfires drawn from 322, Safi and Krendi Wings led by Grp Cpt Hugo, Wg Cdr Gray and Wg Cdr Billy Drake DSO DFC (the new Wing Commander Flying at Krendi). The escort made rendezvous with the bombers just north of Malta and provided cover as they withdrew. At least six enemy fighters were sighted by 185 and 229 Squadrons, though not engaged, while five BflO9s avoided action when approached by 81 Squadron but 232 Squadron, when halfway between Biscari and Syracuse, was attacked by three MC2O5Vs of 1°Stormo. Two fired wildly before diving away, the third being engaged by Wg Cdr Gray (EN534/EF‑Y):

"I got on the tail of one of them, and although my port cannon jammed I

managed to hit him in the starboard wing and fuselage. This slowed him up a bit and enabled me to fire a burst in the cockpit from 150 yards. The aircraft flicked into a spin and began belching white smoke that finally turned black. He was last seen spinning 15,000 feet below, so I do not think he was going far." 17

Wg Cdr Gray was credited with its destruction but the damaged Macchi nonetheless managed to reach its base at Catania but there it crashed on landing and was then destroyed; the pilot survived. US bombers also attacked San Pietro airfield where five BflO9Gs of 3°Gruppo were destroyed on the ground.

A dozen Spitfires of 72 Squadron flew top cover on a 324 Wing sweep led by Grp Capt Gilroy at midday on 18 June. Just after they crossed the coast enemy aircraft were reported over the R/T but not seen by the 72 Squadron pilots at this stage. At 1235, Flt Lt Dalton Prytherch reported that his engine had cut and that he would have to bale out. His aircraft (EN3O1) was seen losing height about ten miles south of Ragusa before a parachute appeared. Sgt K.E. Clarkson RAAF descended to fix the spot and initially observed his flight commander being dragged along in the sea by his parachute before losing sight of him. Wt Off Alan Gear joined Clarkson in the search but saw nothing. Meanwhile, the remainder of the Squadron flew inland as far as Ragusa, where at least a dozen enemy fighters were seen in the air but these were not engaged. However, Flg Off George Keith RCAF (JK429), a Canadian from Alberta with three victories to his credit from the Tunisian fighting, had become separated from the others and, as he was crossing the coast on the return flight, he saw a Bf1O9G approaching two Spitfires circling at 5,000 feet ‑ presumably Clarkson and Gear. He at once attacked from above, the Messerschmitt breaking away at zero feet with Keith following. After about two minutes he had closed to within 300 yards and fired a two‑second burst, observing strikes on the port wing root and glycol pouring from its radiators. He closed to 200

___________________________

17 see Spitfire Patrol.
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yards and gave another two‑second burst at which the Messerschmitt climbed to 800 feet. Its cockpit hood and some pieces flew off. In order to avoid colliding, Keith pulled away sharply to see a parachute descending and a puff of smoke as the aircraft apparently hit the ground. His victim was no other than Maj Michalski, Kommandeur of II/JG53, who managed to bale out of his damaged aircraft (WkNr16362) despite a wounded leg and broken ankle. He was soon picked up and taken to hospital at Ragusa.

Elsewhere, Messerschmitts engaged a patrol from 43 Squadron, Fw Reiter of 5/JG53 shooting down Flt Sgt M.K. Brown RNZAF who was similarly seen to bale out of his crippled aircraft (ES355/FT‑S). Sqn Ldr Mache of 243 Squadron observed one of the downed pilots, apparently Brown, climb into his dinghy about 15 miles south of Pozzallo. He orbited the dinghy and radioed Malta its position before returning to Hal Far.

A further 36 Spitfires took to the air before those of 324 Wing had returned, Wg Cdr Gray leading 322 Wing over south‑eastern Sicily where five FW19Os were seen at 23,000 feet north‑west of Comiso, but these avoided combat. At the same time Wg Cdr Drake led a further 16 Spitfires of the Krendi Wing on a sweep west of Comiso, sighting a number of unidentified fighters which similarly avoided action. The remainder of the afternoon and early evening saw relays of Spitfires searching for the missing pilots in the Cape Passero‑Pozzallo area, those from 243 Squadron again sighting the dinghy complete with pilot who waved as the Spitfires passed low overhead, but when Sqn Ldr Mackie and his section arrived over the position for the third time, the dinghy could not be re‑located. Flt Sgt Brown was subsequently picked up by an Axis craft and thereby became a prisoner of war. Sqn Ldr Mackie later reflected:

"With all the white horses, it was probably a fluke that I saw him at all. The dinghies were yellow, but they were only a pinpoint when you were looking for them from a few thousand feet. However, that's the fortunes of war." 19

Offensive sweeps continued over the south‑eastern corner of Sicily on the following two days, but no enemy aircraft were encountered by the Spitfires even when nine US Liberators attacked Reggio di Calabria and San Giovanni. Similarly, intruding German reconnaissance fighters over Malta skilfully avoided interception by Spitfire patrols, even though four IXs of 185 Squadron pursued two to within ten miles of Pozzallo. Malta's Spitfire pilots were beginning to become frustrated with the lack of combat, as epitomised by an entry in 81 Squadron's ORB:

"Enemy aircraft are still very diffident about fighting and although the Squadron went over on a sweep and two scrambles, no interceptions resulted."

American bombers from North Africa continued to attack Castelvetrano, Milo and Borizzo aerodromes on the morning of 20 June, escorting P‑38s being engaged by BflO9Gs of I and II/JG77 flying their first operational sorties from Sicily. Four were claimed shot down for the loss of three Messerschmitts. Italian Messerschmitts of 150°Gruppo also engaged the raiders, claiming a P‑38 shot down for no losses. A diversionary sweep was carried out by 44 Spitfires of 322 Wing, but the only enemy fighter to make an appearance ‑ a MC202 ‑ wisely dived away northwards before it could be intercepted. This operation was closely followed by an offensive sweep

19 see Spitfire Leader by Max Avery with Christopher Shores.
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by Spitfires of 92 and 145 Squadrons led by Sqn Ldr Humphreys and Sqn Ldr Wade respectively, three Messerschmitts being sighted 20 miles south of Religione Point. The Wing Leader, Wg Cdr Olver (EN4481P0), chased these as far as Rosolini and closed to within 400 yards of one, firing with unobserved results. Spitfires of 601 and 417RCAF Squadrons also carried out their first operational sweep from Malta between 1500 and 1630. Two fighters were seen taking off from Comiso but these flew inland and were not engaged.

There was success and sadness for 72 Squadron when four Spitfires led by Wg Cdr Dundas were scrambled at about 1900, together with a quartet from 243 Squadron, on the approach of three unidentified fighters. Ten miles south of Pozzallo two BflO9Gs were sighted by Wt Off Alan Gear (EN144) at 26,000 feet and these were pursued towards Gela by him and Flg Off Gordon Sharp RAAF, while the Wing Leader and his No2 covered. As the two Spitfires closed the range, the Messerschmitts turned northwards and, when over Biscari, the leader ‑ Oblt Leo Potjans, Staffelkapitan of 6 Staffel ‑ did a slight turn to port and expertly shot down Sharp's aircraft (EN298), which crashed, killing its Australian pilot. Meanwhile, Gear attacked a Messerschmitt which he thought was the one that had shot down his colleague, but was in fact that flown by Fw Klaus Wagenknecht of 4/JG53, closing to about 50 yards and firing a three‑second burst. He reported that the Messerschmitt (WkNrl8O8O) flicked onto its back and went straight in. Wagenknecht was able to bale out and was picked up from the sea shortly afterwards. The missing pilot (Sharp) may have attacked Fw Otto Russ' aircraft (WkNrl66l9) ‑ who had apparently joined the fight ‑ before his own demise, since the wounded 4 Staffel pilot belly‑landed his damaged machine at Comiso following this action.

Although the Spitfires carried out five offensive sweeps over south‑eastern Sicily during 21 June ‑ a total of 123 sorties being flown between late morning and early evening ‑ only one solitary Messerschmitt was sighted, by pilots of 72 Squadron, and this avoided combat by diving away. The first sweep was in support of US Liberators again bombing Reggio di Calabria and San Giovanni in the morning, the Spitfires of 324 Wing crossed the coast at Punto Seccia and swept over Caltagirone and Palazzolo before returning via Pozzallo, while those of the Safi Wing strafed a column of M/T south‑west of Vittoria. Despite the lack of opportunities for the patrolling Spitfires, there was much aerial activity over south​eastern Sicily during the day when eight MC2O2s of 91 "Squadriglia (10°Gruppo) arrived at Catania from Ciampino, while more Macchis from 9°Gruppo flew in from Gerbini. The other two squadriglie of 10°Gruppo, 84" and 92", would also transfer to Catania within a few days.

Meanwhile, at Malta an alert was sounded shortly before 1830 when six enemy aircraft approached from the north although they did not cross the coast. Patrolling Spitfires from 1 SAAF and 4 17RCAF Squadrons sighted only one aircraft, flying very fast at 37,000 feet, and were unable to engage. It was a similar story next day (22 June), 93 sorties being flown over south‑eastern Sicily without even a hint of opposition apart from sporadic anti‑aircraft fire. On the bright side, two Spitfires of 1435 Squadron flown by Plt Off W.E. Schrader RNZAF and PIt Off J. Filson successfully located a rowing boat with six men on board some 20 miles from Malta, to which a HSL was directed.

Two BflO9s were sighted by Spitfires of 324 Wing, sweeping ahead of 1435 Squadron's Spitbombers making for Pozzallo, during the afternoon of 23 June, although these were not engaged. Comiso had been the priority target for the fighter‑bombers but heavy cloud obscured the possibility of accurate bombing and
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the alternative target was attacked instead, where bombs were seen to explode near the railway lines, sidings and crossroads to the east of the town. Four IXs of 185 Squadron led by Wg Cdr Drake patrolled over the Comiso area two hours later but failed to sight any enemy aircraft, although eight IXs of 81 Squadron which were airborne on a standing patrol were more successful. Control ordered one section to investigate two aircraft at 32,000 feet some 35 miles south of Pozzallo at 1905, two BflO9Gs being sighted although these turned away and dived to 2,000 feet in an attempt to escape. However, one Messerschmitt was intercepted by Plt Off W.I.H. Maguire (EN528/FL‑S) and was claimed shot down into the sea five miles south of Pozzallo, the Rhodesian‑born pilot's sixth victory.

Earlier in the day Malta's Command Engineering Officer, Grp Capt Reg Jordan, failed to return from a test flight in 126 Squadron's sole Spitfire VIII (JF352). He was not thought to have been shot down. Search aircraft sighted a dinghy about 40 miles to the north of Malta, which was assumed to contain the missing pilot, but sections of Spitfires despatched to search for it failed to make any further sightings. The 36‑year‑old Group Captain, who had twice been Mentioned in Despatches, was not rescued and was feared lost at sea. The latest Spitfire arrivals at Malta, 24 aircraft of 4OSAAF Squadron, a tactical reconnaissance unit, landed at Luqa during the day and joined 244 Wing. Their arrival was marred by a landing accident when EP894 ran into ER227 on the runway, both aircraft sustaining damage. Not fighter​trained, the pilots of Lt Col J.D.P. Blaauw's squadron would come into their own once the landings on Sicily were underway.

A section of patrolling Spitfires from 111 Squadron were vectored onto a rare bird at 1100 on the morning of 24 June, one of the Luftwaffe's new Me410 twin​engined reconnaissance aircraft of 2(F)/122 from Trapani being sighted at sea level south of Cape Passero. Fit Sgt Frank Mellor (ENS 18) gave chase, the Messerschmitt gunner (Uffz Willi Weber) returning fire before his aircraft (F6+XE) dived into the sea taking him and his pilot, ObIt Ulrich Nauck, to their deaths. An afternoon sweep by 28 Spitfires drawn from 244 Wing proved uneventful, while a planned Spitbomber attack by 152 Squadron on a suspected ammunition dump at Vizzini was thwarted by heavy cloud, bombs being dropped on a factory at Pozzallo instead. Having earlier escorted a Liberator to Malta carrying Sir Archibald Sinclair, the Air Minister, Flg Off Hawkins of 1435 Squadron, accompanied by Flg Off B.B. Brooks, escorted a PR Spitfire to Cape Scalambri and along the coast to Gela, all three aircraft skimming the waves for the duration of the flight to avoid radar detection. No enemy aircraft were encountered.

The suspected ammunition dump at Vizzini was targeted again next day (25 June), a dozen Spitbombers from 152 Squadron attacking from 9,000 feet just before midday. The pilots reported that all bombs scored near misses on buildings within the target area. Sgt GJ. Whiteford RAAF, flying one of the escorting Spitfires of 81 Squadron, had a lucky escape when he blacked out following oxygen failure, his aircraft falling 10,000 feet before he regained consciousness and control. Comiso aerodrome was similarly raided four hours later, a dozen Spitbombers from 229 and 249 Squadrons carrying out the attack, but only three bombs were seen to burst on the east side of the aerodrome, the remainder falling outside the eastern perimeter. A large formation of B‑17s from North Africa raided the Messina area during the morning, inflicting much damage, as recorded in the 0KW War Diary:

"Enemy air raid on Messina (200 aircraft). Heavy damage to private dwellings, public buildings, barracks and other military objectives. Fuel store in flames, ammunition dump blown up. Rail link between Palermo and Catania cut. Casualties reported to date: 62 dead, 75 injured." 
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19 MC2O2s and at least one D.520 of the l64ASquadriglia from Reggio di Calabria were amongst the defending fighters which engaged the raiders, the Italian pilots claiming seven bombers shot down for the loss of a MC2O5V and a MC202, the latter flown by the commander of 161°Gruppo, Magg Pietro Serini. US Marauders also attacked Trapani aerodrome where at least one Bf1O9G of 1/JG77 was destroyed and several ground personnel were killed or wounded. All serviceable Messerschmitts of I11JG53 were scrambled together with 23 aircraft of I!JG77, 31 from II/JG77, plus Maj Steinhoff in a Stab machine, the pilots ordered to intercept the B‑ 17s on their return flight. In the event only two of the four‑engined bombers were shot down, one falling to Steinhoff and the other to a pilot of II/JG77. A further eight were claimed damaged, and one Messerschmitt of 9/JG77 was shot down. The German fighters had been scrambled too late to be effective, as noted by Lt Köhler of 11JG77:

"We located the heavies 100 miles off Trapani. They were right down on the water, skimming the crests of the waves and heading for North Africa. By the time we had expended all our ammunition we found ourselves running low on fuel. This was something that alarmed old hands and new boys alike. Above us the sky was greyish blue. I could hear despairing cries." 20

It was as a result of the unsuccessful interception that Reichmarschall Goring issued the first of his infamous directorates to Sicily's Jagdgeschwadern:

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

The threat was not acted upon since events would dictate otherwise but, following the attack on Trapani, Stab, I and 111JG77 were ordered to move to Gerbini from where the Geschwader was to concentrate its aircraft. The instruction emanated from GenMaj Adolf Galland, General der Jagdflieger (General of the Fighters), who had arrived to take charge of fighter operations. He summed up the position, as he saw it, to Maj Steinhoff:

"There's no doubt in my mind that the island's being softened up for a landing. Now that Pantelleria has surrendered without a shot being fired, they don't need aircraft carriers any more. Malta and Pantelleria are ideal springboards for their fighters ‑ you might even say they're unsinkable aircraft carriers. The bombers are being flown from further away, from Tunis, Bizerta and Tripoli. We have got to employ the three fighter wings we have in a series of concentrated attacks. We can only make an impression on the enemy if we concentrate our strength. It's a very considerable risk since we haven't got enough airfields on the island. If we don't take the risk we'll merely keep on frittering away what little fighter strength we have at our disposal" 21

But Galland's task was unenviable, and, in reality, impossible in the light of the aerial assault. He later wrote:

__________________________

19/20/21 see The Straits of Messina.
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"Alternatively commanding from west and east Sicily, I instigated almost anything which was still justifiable. But we could really do nothing against the overwhelming Anglo‑American superiority. Our pilots were exhausted to a terrifying degree. From North Africa and from Malta the American and British air fleets took us in a pincer move, and the grip became tighter every day. Our ports in Sicily, our bases, the supply and repair stations in the south of Italy ‑ all were subjected to the Anglo‑American hail of bombs. Bari, the assembly station for the aircraft replacements from home, was hit hard several times. Hundreds of new fighter aircraft were lost. The Luftwaffe was burning up in the southern theatre of the war." 22

Spitfires from 249 Squadron were involved in escorting a communications aircraft to Pantelleria on this date (25 June), the pilots carrying out an unsuccessful search for the crew of a missing 23 Squadron Mosquito on the return journey. A further eight Spitfires from Luqa, together with a Walrus and an ASR Wellington, were despatched to search for a missing Spitfire (BS557/MK‑C) of 126 Squadron which had been engaged on a practice flight. A pilot of 601 Squadron momentarily sighted the missing pilot, Flt Sgt J.A. Leckie RCAF, in the sea some seven miles south‑east of Malta, but then lost sight of him again. Flt Lt Crockett, OC ASR Unit, conducted a sea search:

"I took HSL 128 out to hunt for the pilot of a Spitfire who had ditched 16 miles south‑south‑west of Benghajsa Point. I left base at 1320 hours and searched with aircraft co‑operation until darkness, but didn't see a thing. The sea was rough at the time, making the successful ditching of a Spitfire very unlikely."

Although the missing pilot was not located, hopes were briefy raised when an object was discerned floating in the sea by an accompaying Wellington, but when the launch arrived at the location the object turned out to be a dead dog. Meanwhile, two IXs of 126 Squadron escorted a PR Spitfire of 683 Squadron on a special task over Sicily, one of the escort strafing a gun position at Cape Scalambri on the return flight. Later, four IXs of 1SAAF led by Maj Moodie were scrambled at 1900 when two BflO9s were reported approaching the island, four Spitfires of 92 Squadron led by Flt Lt T.W. Savage being despatched to provide support. The South Africans sighted the Messerschmitts diving from 20,000 feet towards Sicily and Lts Doug Rogan D5023 and Arthur Higgo gave chase, but then lost them in the haze. One of the pursuing Spitfires, EN257 flown by Lt Andre deL. Rossouw apparently failed to pull out of its dive and crashed into the sea 15 miles south‑west of Pozzallo; however, Uffz Hans Jurgens of 51JG27 reported shooting down a Spitfire during the day and the 22‑year‑old South African pilot from Cape Province may have been his victim. Although a Beaufighter was sent out to search for the missing pilot no sighting was made. Later, wreckage and what appeared to be a khaki‑clad figure were seen in the sea but the body was not recovered.

_______________________________

22 see The First and the Last, by Adolf Galland.

23 Lt Doug Rogan had previously served with 2SAAF in the Western Desert; credited with two victories (one shared), he was shot down in combat with Bfl lOs and severely wounded, subsequently having a foot amputated. Despite this handicap, and having been fitted with an artificial foot, he requested a return to operations, joining 1SAAF in early 1943. During the Tunisian fighting he claimed a further victory, plus two probables and a damaged, his courage and fighting spirit being recognised by the award of the DSO.
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Three Spitfires from 1435 Squadron led by Flt Lt Bob Kleimeyer (JK950/V‑M) were off at 0520 next morning (26 June) to continue the search for the missing pilot. About five miles off Cape Scalambri two BflO9Gs were seen circling a Red Cross​marked launch. Several rowing boats were also seen but there was no sign of a dinghy, although the area was searched thoroughly. Before returning to Malta, the pilots observed the rescue launch heading for the Sicilian coast. There was further action during the early morning, at about 0700, when four patrolling IXs of 185 Squadron were warned of six‑plus unidentified aircraft approaching at 28,000 feet from the north. Messerschmitts were sighted and pursued to a position ten miles north‑west of Scalambri where, after some manoeuvring, all four Spitfire pilots ‑Flt Sgts Sinclair (EN523/GL‑K), Thorogood (EN403/GL‑A), Mercer (EN4O1), and Sgt G. Harris (EN456/GL‑P) ‑ were in position to engage. All fired short bursts but observed no results. Greater success came the way of Wg Cdr Duncan Smith and Sqn Ldr Jackson who took off from Safi at 0800 in two IXs of 126 Squadron on a freelance patrol. South of Cape Scalambri they sighted ten BflO9Gs orbiting a large white Do24 flying boat of 6 SeenotStaffel. Of the ensuing few minutes, Wg Cdr Duncan Smith (flying JK6 1 1/MK‑M on this occasion) recalled:

"The 109s were dotted about round the flying boat in a very haphazard formation. Sweeping into the attack, I singled out a 109 flying rather wide, and, closing in, I opened fire giving him two bursts from slightly above dead astern. I saw strikes immediately round the cockpit and a piece broke off the port wing. The enemy winged over and dived towards the sea. I just had time to give another 109 a quick burst before I had to break and zoom climb away. Jackson in the meantime had fired at another 109, observing strikes and damage; but seeing me break, he followed in a corkscrew climb. I wheeled around quickly for another attack, and as I looked down I saw my first 109 hit the sea and explode, sending up a huge fountain of spray. The rest of the 109s were streaking for land, having left the old flying boat to fend for himself as best he could. To chase them was a waste of time, so I called Jackson, 'Lets tickle up the Dormer.' Overtaking the slow old flying boat, I throttled back and got into formation, after dropping the undercarriage to reduce speed. The Dormer pilot peered out and although I could not see his face too clearly, or observe his reactions, I reckon if he had had a whip he would have flogged his boat to death. I gave him a rude sign; then snapping up my wheels, turned for home. We didn't shoot down the Dormer because it was obviously on a search and rescue mission." 24

It seems probable that Uffz Karl Hauer of 3/JG77 was Wg Cdr Duncan Smith's victim, his aircraft (WkNrl8 186) being reported down in the sea south‑west of Sciacca, although the pilot survived having presumably baled out. 185 Squadron was in action again during a late afternoon patrol led by Flt Lt McKee which sighted three BflO9Gs 2,000 feet above, north of Gozo. The Squadron's South African member, Lt P.H. Bosch (EN404/GL‑W) managed to close on one, as recorded in the Squadron diary:

"In the chase that followed Lt Pete Bosch succeeded in closing with a 109 and claims damage. In this chase he dove his aircraft until he was off the clock and got a confirmed gun panel from his own kite."

_______________________________

24 see Spitfire into Battle.
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With black smoke pouring from its engine, the Messerschmitt was last seen diving towards the sea.

Offensive sweeps over south‑eastern Sicily carried out by ten of 72 Squadron in the morning of 27 June, and by 26 Spitfires of 244 Wing in the afternoon, brought no reaction from Axis fighters and very little opposition from the AA defences. In Syracuse harbour about 20 barges were observed and a medium‑size motor vessel was seen leaving harbour, but these were not attacked. On returning to Luqa, a Spitfire of 4OSAAF piloted by Lt P.H. Donnelly ran into a second Spitfire on landing, writing off his own although he was uninjured. Gerbini aerodrome was the selected target for 16 Spitbombers drawn from 229 and 1435 Squadrons during the late afternoon, escort being provided by ten Vs from the same units, and top cover by 13 XIs from 126 and 185 Squadrons. All bombs were reported to have fallen within the perimeter, one scoring a direct hit on an occupied aircraft pen. Three MC2O2s attempted to interfere and one of these was claimed damaged by Sqn Ldr Jackson (JF419/MK‑Z) of 126 Squadron. There was further excitement before the close of play when four IXs were scrambled by 185 Squadron at 1835 in pursuit of two unidentified aircraft reported approaching Malta from north of Grand Harbour. Sqn Ldr MacDougall led the chase to within five miles of the Sicilian coast before the two BflO9s were lost from sight.

Early on the morning of 28 June, an ASR Flight Wellington was despatched to search for the crew of a missing Wellington bomber which had crashed into the sea six miles off the Sicilian coast during the night. Escort was provided by 24 Spitfires from 324 Wing. At 0900, an empty dinghy, a dead body in flying clothes, and wreckage spread over a wide area was seen, but no survivors. Comiso was the target for a dozen Spitbombers (seven/229, five/249) in the afternoon, twelve Vs providing close escort while 15 IXs flew top cover. Bombs were seen to explode near the runway and along the north and east perimeters. An oil fire was started in the south‑west dispersal area. A lone MC202 was engaged by a Spitbomber at 18,000 feet over Comiso but without observed results. Intense and accurate flak was experienced but none of the attackers was hit, although Plt Off P.M. McConnell of 126 Squadron crash‑landed EN519/MK‑S on returning to Safi. Apparently BflO9Gs of 5!JG53 were active, Fw Reiter claiming a Spitfire shot down at about 1800, his seventh victory, although its identity is unknown.

29 June was to prove a busy and hectic day for Malta's Spitfires, with a number of squadrons seeing heated action. Apart from the normal daylight standing patrols, the first operation was conducted by eight Spitbombers of 1435 Squadron led by Sqn Ldr O'Neill (ER498/V‑E) which departed Safi shortly before midday to bomb Comiso aerodrome. Close escort was provided by seven Vs of 111 Squadron while ten Vs of 243 Squadron acted as medium cover, and six IXs (two/243, four! 111) flew high above. The bombing commenced at 1235, two bombs falling north of the aerodrome, two exploding near the runway and the remainder on or near hangars, causing a large fire. As the Spitbombers withdrew, a small pall of smoke some two miles north‑east of the aerodrome was observed, suggesting an aircraft had crashed and it was confirmed that AR560/DS (Wg Cdr Duncan Smith's personal aircraft) was missing. Its pilot on this occasion, Plt Off G.P. Bray RCAF of 1435 Squadron, was later reported to have been killed. During the attack three BflO9s were seen taking off from Comiso, but no engagements were reported and it would seem likely that Bray had fallen victim to ground fire which was reported to have been "terribly accurate". During this attack on Comiso, 5/JG53's rising star Fw Theo Reiter was severely wounded on the ground by a bomb splinter, resulting in the loss of his left arm. Italian Messerschmitts were also involved in this action,
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Sottoten. Giuseppe Ruzzin of 154ASquadriglia reporting an engagement with a Spitfire. He related that after exhausting his ammunition he flew alongside the Spitfire, which was apparently similarly without means of continuing the fight, and that friendly waves were exchanged before he headed back to Comiso.

A second strike at Comiso followed just after 1500 when 11 Spitbombers from 154 Squadron attacked, bombs seen falling among hangars and on or near the runway. A workshop was also strafed. Light and heavy flak was experienced, particularly from positions to the east and west of the aerodrome, two Spitbombers suffering damage although both reached Takali safely. On this occasion the enemy reacted strongly, at least 20 BflO9Gs ‑ from Stab and IIIJG53, plus 11JG77 and 3°Gruppo ‑ being reported by the escorting fighters of 322 Wing led by Grp Capt Hugo (EN534/EF‑Y) and 232 Squadron became involved in a series of running fights during which a Messerschmitt was claimed shot down jointly by Sqn Ldr Arthur (JK656) and Flt Sgt J.W. Patterson (JK708), possibly White 6 (WkNrl 8370) of 1/JG77 in which Uffz Rolf Nolte‑Ernsting failed to return, having been shot down over the sea. A second was claimed probably destroyed by Flt Lt Bill Olmstead (JK274) and a third damaged by Grp Capt Hugo25, who was flying with 232 Squadron. A Spitfire (JK162) of 152 Squadron suffered flak damage during the attack on Comiso but Plt Off R.EJ. Macdonald was able to reach Malta safely, although it was believed by the Germans that several Spitfires had been shot down, as noted by Uffz Gerhard Waag of 6/JG53:

"Fighter‑bombers approaching our airfield; cockpit readiness then scramble. The bombs started falling shortly after take‑off. Two Spitfires were shot down by flak, three by fighters. I myself lost my element leader and became involved with Spitfires. I saw two strikes on a Spitfire, but then I took six hits from machine‑gun fire in my right wing. This was my first air combat, it was smashing." 26

Spitfires were also claimed by Lt Karl Paashaus (his fifth victory) and Uffz Hermann Witt of 5 Staffel (his seventh), a third being credited to Fw Hans Feyerlein of 6 Staffel for his eighth victory, while Sottoten Ruzzin of 154ASquadriglia claimed one severely damaged. Despite having just achieved acedom, Lt Paashaus was not a happy man, as witnessed by a letter written to his parents:

I assume that I will be able to come home from the middle to the end of July. I am already looking forward to it very much, for here it is the same every day, up at 4am, at readiness all day, bombs, air combat, heat, flies and to bed at 10 in the evening. It is tremendously wearing and one can't get used to it. I don't enjoy the southern theatre any more. You can imagine that this damned flying over the water is no fun, water and nothing but water, and if one goes down into it he drowns. Hero's death, lovely words, especially for the newspaper, but the subject is still death 27

_________________________

25 Shortly after this flight Grp Capt Hugo, together with his Wing Leader, Wg Cdr Gray, was grounded, as the latter recalled: "I was unfortunately grounded because by some mischance I had seen the invasion plans, as had Piet Hugo, and it was feared that the Germans could get this information out of us if we happened to be shot down. We were not allowed to fly, which was unfortunate because we missed a bit of fun. But we were allowed to fly as soon as the invasion started."

26/27 see Jagdgeschwader 53 Volume Two.
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Comiso was targeted again that evening, a dozen Spitbombers drawn equally from 229 and 249 Squadrons tasked for the operation. However, at 1835, just before the start of the bombing run, an estimated 20‑plus BflO9s and MC2O2s were seen near the aerodrome and the fighter‑bombers were ordered to jettison their bombs, which apparently fell in the target area. The intercepting aircraft again included Italian BflO9Gs, seven aircraft of 3°Gruppo participating. Escorting Spitfire Vs and top cover IXs of the Krendi Wing led by Wg Cdr Drake were quick to come to the aid of the Spitbombers and a series of running fights then ensued, which ended ten miles south of Gela. Sqn Ldr MacDougall led the top cover IXs of 185 Squadron down to engage, Fit Sgt George Nadon (ES 107) claiming a Macchi shot down before inflicting damage on a Messerschmitt, while his companion Sgt G.H. Meagher (EN523/GL‑K) claimed another as probably destroyed. A third member of the same unit, Sgt K.R. Henderson (EN404/GL‑W), reported strikes on the one he attacked, and two more were damaged by Flt Lt Les Gosling of 229 Squadron (EP838/X‑W) and Flg Off John Beatson of 249 Squadron (EP928/T‑S), with only the aircraft (JK122IX‑B) flown by Fig Off Idema of 229 Squadron sustaining any damage in return; he was however able to land safely at Krendi on returning to Malta. Sottoten Ruzzin again claimed a Spitfire severely damaged but his companion, Ten Nicola Massaro, was shot down. Although no enemy aircraft were encountered, the pilots reported hearing over the R/T a pukka RAF‑type voice enquiring: "I say, old boy, is that a 109 up my tail?" The reply came back, "If it is, old boy, you'll ruddy well know in a second or so!"

In between the second and third strikes against Comiso, Malta itself was subjected to intrusion by a small formation of BflO9Gs of 8/JG53 led by Lt Ulrich Seiffert to escort a reconnaissance Bf1O9G of 2(H)/14. These were reported approaching at 1615 at about 20,000 feet but four patrolling IXs of 185 Squadron were unable to intercept. One of the Messerschmitts (Yellow i 3IWkNrl 8188) was flown by Uffz Hermann Harnisch, a 13‑victory ace:

"We crossed over Malta from south‑west to north‑east, altitude between 6,000 and 7,000 meters [18,000‑21,000 feet]. A large collection of ships lay on the roadstead at Valetta, evidence of the coming invasion of Sicily. Suddenly I was sitting in the dark. All the engine oil had flowed onto the canopy after a heavy jolt. I jettisoned the canopy and looked down, then descended to 2,000 meters [6,000 feet] in a steep spiral. Then the aircraft caught fire. I don't know what really happened. I assumed I had been hit by flak. After the fire broke out I baled out and soon afterward landed on the flat roof of a house in Zebbug [in Muxi Square]. I must have lost consciousness just before I landed and I didn't wake up until English soldiers placed me on a stretcher. Then I was transported to the 19th General Hospital."

The pilotless Messerschmitt meanwhile crashed in Grace Street at Zebbug. It missed the main buildings and came down in a yard, but its wingtip dislodged some roof tiles which fell into an adjoining room killing 17‑year‑old Catherine Vella, although nine members of the Bezzina family who were in same room were miraculously unhurt. A baby in a pram which was in the yard had been pulled inside the building a few minutes before the crash. Uffz Harnisch was to spend six weeks in hospital before he was sufficiently fit to be sent to a PoW compound. In the meantime Seiffert, the StaffelfUhrer, wrote to Harnisch senior in Germany:
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"It is with deep regret that I must inform you that your son did not report back from a flight on 29 June and to this day is still missing. He took off on that day as escort to a reconnaissance flight which was under my command and which was of a great height over Malta. He was under orders to complete the mission and then return with the flight back to base. [While] still over Malta, I noticed that your son put his machine in a curve to return, but continued in the same direction and out of sight. The other flight commanders also observed the same happening. At the time we believed your son was hit by flak. There was also the possibility that your son was air‑sick. The possibility of a landing on the island or a parachute fall is naturally not discounted. Your son would in that case be a prisoner of war. We have still not given up hope."

Twenty‑four Spitfires from 43 and 93 Squadrons were tasked to carry out an offensive sweep over southern Sicily during the late morning of 30 June, with four IXs of 111 Squadron providing top cover. Two aircraft of 93 Squadron collided on take‑off although neither pilot was hurt. The remainder carried out the sweep, reporting no apparent activity on the aerodromes overflown although heavy flak was experienced over Comiso. In the afternoon 244 Wing despatched 20 Spitfires on a sweep of the Comiso area, but again no opposition was encountered.

Since early June a party of US Army Corps engineers from the 21st Engineer Aviation Regiment, with the aid of many locals, had amazingly constructed a landing ground on Gozo in just over two weeks in readiness to welcome the arrival from Pantelleria of the Spitfires of the US 31St Fighter Group. Of this tremendous feat, Maltese historian Philip Vella wrote:

"Since airfields and dispersal areas in Malta could not take the additional Spitfires required for [Operation Husky], it was decided to build an airfield on Gozo. A strip of cultivated land skirting the villages of Xewkija, Ghajnsielem, Nadur and Xaghra was chosen. Lord Gort [the Governor] requested Bishop Gonzi [Bishop of Gozo] to approach the farmers, who agreed to cede their fertile fields against adequate compensation. Construction was assigned to the Americans. The convoy carrying six officers and 196 men, and their equipment reached Marsalforn Bay on 6 June. Work on the east‑west runway started two days later. Tractors, scrapers and mechanical shovels levelled the area; the historic Gourgion Tower, which stood in the way, had to be demolished. The American servicemen and Gozitan labourers worked in earnest with two shifts operating from 0500 to 2100 hours.

When Sir Keith Park [the AOC] visited the site some two days later, he ordered the construction of an additional runway as well as revetments or blast pens. Additional equipment and 70,000 sand bags were shipped from Malta; this required the setting up of three shifts working 24 hours a day. Work on the second runway started on 15 June with about 300 Gozitans constructing revetments of stone and sand bags. Both runways, each measuring 150 feet by 4,000 feet, were completed by 20 June, while work continued on the construction of taxiways, hardstandings and revetments. The new dispersal facilities provided accommodation for 78 aircraft. Work on the airfield was completed on 25 June." 28

_______________________

28 see Malta: Blitzed not Beaten.
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The three squadrons which comprised the 31St FG led by Lt Col Dean new in on the morning of 30 June, but one pilot, 1/Lt George Stephens of the 308th FS, crashed into the sea while attempting a second landing. A second Spitfire from the same Squadron, ER165 flown by i/Lt Edward Fardella, then ran into the wreck of a 309th FS Spitfire which had earlier crash‑landed and was being removed from the runway by RAF personnel. LACs Ernie Nuttall and Jim Taylor of 3231 RAF Servicing Commando Unit were killed and two others seriously injured. Fardella was hurled from the cockpit as his aircraft disintegrated and was seriously injured. Meanwhile, four Spitfires from 229 Squadron were scrambled from Krendi to search for the missing American pilot, and an HSL was despatched from St Paul's Bay, but no trace of wreckage or dinghy was found. An hour later, however, a pilot of 126 Squadron sighted an oil patch one mile north‑east of Gozo and directed the HSL to this poin but nothing further was seen and Stephens was presumed lost with his aircraft.

With the invasion of Sicily imminent, and with the build up of USAAF forces in the area, the Americans decided to supplement the potentially overstretched RAF ASR services by providing a mini ASR force of their own and, to this end, three OA‑10 flying boats (USAAF version of the USN PBY‑5/RAF Catalina) arrived at Malta by the end of June. Originally five had set out from the United States but two had force‑landed en route, one at Puerto Rico and the other at Rio de Oro in the Spanish Sahara where the crew had been interned. Due to lack of maintenance facilities at Kalafrana, the OA‑10s were soon transferred to Bizerta (in late July), from where they would operate off Malta, Sicily and Sardinia until the end of the year, often with mixed American/RAF crews. Another unusual flying boat operating out of Kalafrana was an Italian Cant Z501 which had been captured during a Commando raid on Lemnos and flown to Malta by its Italian crew. Flt Sgt Ted Shute of the ASR unit recalled its first clandestine operation from Malta:

"..[the Canti was to be made ready for a special operations job that night, and I was in charge of the refuelling etc. One big problem arose over the type of lubricating oil required for the engine. The Italian flight engineer did not speak English. The best I could make out was that the engine required castor oil ‑ I could not believe that, and thought he meant 'Castrol'. Fortunately, the CO of Kalafrana, Wg Cdr Mattingley, appeared on the quay and, as he was a pre‑war Engineering Officer who had been called back for war service, he was familiar with older aircraft. He soon verified that the engine of the 1934‑built flying boat did in fact require castor oil. Of course, that started another panic as it was by then already afternoon and the aircraft was required for use that night on the special operation. Phone calls were made to Naval, Army and RAF sick bays all over the Island, and soon motor‑cycle couriers were arriving from all points bringing small bottles of castor oil until fortunately we had enough to top up the aircraft's engine."

Meanwhile, the Americans at Pantelleria received a surprise on the morning of 30 June when an Italian Bf1O9G of 150°Gruppo from Sciacca belly‑landed on the aerodrome after its pilot, Serg Olindo Soligo, had run out of fuel following an encounter with US fighters. Soligo told his captors that six Messerschmitts of his Gruppo had taken off when Sciacca came under attack and that he had been intercepted near Pantelleria when at 13,000 feet, although his aircraft had escaped damage during the engagement.
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While Malta was reaching a high state of readiness in preparation for its part in the impending invasion, the same could not be said of the preparedness of the British and American airborne troops being assembled in Tunisia.

Under the codename Operation Buzzard, Horsa gliders of the British 1st Glider Pilot Regiment were to be towed by RAF Halifaxes from Portreath in Cornwall to Salé airfield in Morocco, a minimum distance of some 1,300 miles, and from there to Kairouan on the Tunisian coast from where they were to operate in earnest against Sicily on the eve of D‑Day. For the first part of the long and tortuous flight, Beaufighters would provide escort but once the Bay of Biscay was reached the Halifax‑Horsa combinations were on their own. During the initial sortie by four combinations, one was forced to turn back due to adverse weather conditions and another broke its tow and the glider ditched in the sea; fortunately the three‑man crew was rescued by a Norwegian corvette. The other two reached their destination safely, and soon others followed. Most made it although one combination fell victim to a Ju88 over the Bay of Biscay, and another was attacked by two FW19Os in the same general area with the result that the glider was forced to ditch; the crew was eventually rescued by Spanish fishermen after eleven days in their dinghy, while another flight ended in disaster when, on reaching the Moroccan coast, two released Horsas sailed off into the desert and were not seen again. However, by 28 June, the first Horsas reached Kairouan, where they joined forces with the US 82nd Airborne Division, which had just taken delivery of some 350 Waco gliders that had been hastily assembled having arrived in North Africa by sea transport.

Since the gliders were to be towed into action by mainly slow and vulnerable, unarmed and unarmoured C‑47s of the US 51st Air Transport Wing, it was therefore decided that they would have to be released two miles offshore to avoid flak. The Americans who were to fly the C‑47s were in the main "pre‑war civilian airline pilots who had not needed to know how to navigate because they had flown on fixed routes, being directed by radio beams from a tower" 29 while few had any combat or even night flying experience. There was little time for training for either pilots or paratroopers. A disaster was beckoning.

_____________________________

29 see Slaughter over Sicily by Charles Whiting.

