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Acceptance Speech

by Frank Korbl

This will certainly go down in my diary as a red letter day! I feel deeply
honoured to receive the award, but [ am also humbled for many reasons
which may become obvious to the reader.

I would like to thank the RAAF for providing this once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. I would like to thank the Chief of Air Force, and the judges
for selecting my eniry.

My thanks also go to my good friends Ken Llewelyn who first drew my
attention to the Heritage Award and Noel Tanswell who took time to
read the original marmscript. Noel gave me valuable advice as how to
reduce the lengthy text to meet the prescribed words limitation.

My profound gratitude goes to my dear wife Stella who spent long hours
with proofreading and to my son Harry who set up the computer system.

Last but not least I wish to thank all the dedicated Education Officers
and the tutors at University as well as all the good people who helped
me to improve my English.

I can honestly say that the years | was privileged to serve in the Royal
Australian Air Force, both in uniform and later working as a civilian in
the Facilities Branch at Air Force Office, were the happiest of my whole
life.

It was an exciting and rewarding experience. I made many true and
lasting friends and it is to them that I wish to express my appreciation
for having suggested in the first place that I should sit down and write
my memoirs before my cerebral computer becomes unserviceable.

Sadly, some of them are no longer with us to share in the celebration. 1
am thinking of John ILessels, Ted Hewby, Jack Leonard, ‘Chris’
Christofis, Robert O’Neill, Alec Rundle and many others. But, who
knows, they are probably watching anyway.

What else can I say? I am definitely {loating on Cloud Nine! Thank you
alll
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Foreword

Austria. Following the annexion of his country in 1938, he became a

German subject and was drafted for military service as soon as he reached
the conscription age, Whilst undergoing basic recruit training in a Signal
Regiment of the Lufiwaffe, he was selected for aircrew operations.

Squadron Leader Frank Korbl (Ret.), MBE, BA, was born in Vienna,

Great expectations of adventure and heroic exploits came to a sudden end when
the Heinkel bomber that he was training in crashed on a training flight and both
pilot and navigator were killed in the accident,

After several ground appointments in various theatres and at a time when it
should have been obvious that the German war effort was lost, he found himself
transferred to the Abwehr, the intelligence organisation of the Wehrmacht. In
May 1943, having survived several bizarre experiences, his unit was encircled
by the advancing Russian armies. Crossing the Elbe River, some 100,000 men
were able to surrender to the American 9th Army.

The spell as a Prisoner of War (POW) exposed him to further unusual
adventures in the now occupied provinces of Western Germany. When he was
finally discharged, he did not return to his native homeland of Austria which,
like Germany, was alsc jointly controlled by British, American, French and
Russian Forces.

Taking refuge with the family of a former crew mate, he went to Kiel in
MNorthern Germany, where he found employment with the British element of the
Allied Control Commission. It was to be the start of a remarkable career that
eventually took him back to Vienna, where he continued to work for the British
until the end of the occupation in 1955,

Fate had it that he eventually migrated to Australia,

After over two years in a clerical position at the Immigration Centre at
Bonegilla, he went to Melbourne to work with the stockbroking firm of I.B.
Were & Son as an investment analyst.

Early in 1965 a newspaper advertisement which invited suifable persons to join
the RAAF for an ‘exciting’ career, caught his attention. Prompted by his friends,
he accepted a dare and applied. Much to his surprise, the application was
accepted and he was commissioned into the Equipment Branch,

During his fifteen years service with the Royal Australian Air Force, Frank
sferved at RAAF East Sale, RAAF Townsville, with No 9 Squadron in Vietnam,
Headquarters Operational Command and RAAF Richmond. At Richmond he
held the appointment of Senior Barracks Officer with the rank of Squadron
Leader.

vii



He was awarded the MBE in the Queen’s Birthday and Jubilee Honours List of
19777,

The London Saturday Telegraph reported:

Ex-Luftwaffe MBE Squadron Leader Frank Korbl, RAAF, 54,
formerly a Luftwaffe pilot, yesterday received the MBE for

outstanding dedication and loyalty. He emigrated to Australia in
1956 and joined the RAAF in 1966.

After leaving the Air Force in 1979, Frank joined the Air Force Facilities
Branch, Department of Defence in Canberra. During the last two years of his
employment he held the position of Director Works Policy before finally
retiring in 1987.

‘When reminiscing about his colourful past, he modestly observes that he had
just been lucky.
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Reflections

experiences during World War I and my time in Vietham suggested that

I should write my life story. Whilst [ never had any plans to write my
memoirs, it seems that the idea germinated in my subconscious mind, covertly
considering form, concept, and extent of a possible future project. The crucial
impetus to stari with the project emerged by coincidence. One day whilst
visiting friends in the United Kingdom, I was introduced to a lady I had never
met before and who knew nothing of me. Out of the blue she asked me whether
I had already started with ‘that book of yours’. “What book?’ I asked. ‘The story
of vour life!” she replied. ‘Don’t leave it too late!” That was in 1991. Another
three years passed before I sat down at the computer and began to write.

on many occasions friends and colleagues who had heard about my

Realising that writing one’s memoirs is a major undertaking involving dedicated
research and many hours of concentrated work I thought that it would take me
batween three and five years to cover the seventy-plus years of my life. In fact,
with proofreading and editing it took much longer and the first draft which
covered over 800 pages was not completed until 1999. I did not know then that
one day [ would write another book using all those chapters concerning my
experiences in two air forces and two wars. That was a much later project,
requiring more research and revisions.

The first problem that 1 faced was of course to determine the purpose of the
exercise. Was I going to write a book for publication or was it just intended to
record an interesting part of the family history for internal consumption? What
would be the extent of my writings? Would they only cover the chronological
sequence of events and experiences or should my memoirs include reflections
on the historical and culiural aspects of the periods I lived through, dwell on
thoughts and opinions, delving into the philosophical sphere as it were? Should
1 embellish the writing with the occasional literary quotation or perhaps even
include a bit of poetry here and there?

1 eventually decided that I would write down everything that I considered
important from both the perspective of a family history as well as from a
historical point of view. Tf at any time I or somebody else after me may decide
to go to print, the material could always be suitably edited for publication.
Based on existing literature T was familiar with, I had a general idea about the
concept of an autobiography. I had read The Diary of Samuel Pepys, The Life of
Benvenuto Cellini, the memoirs of several illustrious personalities as well as a
few autobiographical novels. I have not read Proust but I am of course familiar
with the famous autobiographical writings of Goethe.
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Yet curiously, there was one important book that I had found by accident when 1
was in my twenties. The title of it was, I think, Grofvater erinnert sich, that is
‘Grandfather Remembers’. In it an elderly man talked about his recollections of
life as he had experienced it at the beginning of the 18th century in an obscure
small town somewhere in the German countryside, dwelling an the events of his
childhood, his apprenticeship to a cabinet maker, his early loves, marriage and
all the things that were going on as time went by. I must have been strongly
impressed because I never forgot some of the episodes charmingly presented by
Grofivater, perhaps even thinking that I would love to be able to tell my own
story in a similar vein.

Whilst studying at university, I read that Sir Francis Bacon, who lived from
1561 to 1626, had stated in his famous work The Advancement of Learning that
there were three aspects of history; namely the historical facts, the historical
person and the ‘historicity’, that is to say the historical authenticity of the person
and the assumed situation at the time. He continued to say that history is very
much related to memory. Accordingly, whilst the historical facts are generally
well recorded — who lived at what time and when a certain event had occurred
— the problem lies with the other two aspects where the blank spaces must be
filled in by the historian, relying heavily on his wit and intuition,

I suppose that if Bacon had lived in the twentieth century, he would have had to
add ‘Political Correciness’ as one of the problems facing the historian. I have
strong feelings about the latter aspect, because contemporary literature dwells
heavily on political correciness, preferring authors who follow the popular line.
As a consequence, most contemporary accounts of history often place the
emphasis on the unpopularity of regimes and the excesses of authority, but
neglect to picture the daily aspects of life which inevitably must go on whatever
the situation may be. The result is that there is little known about how the
average person managed to pursue a reasonably normal life in turbulent times,
when survival is the only determining objective.

Somewhere else I had come across a statement that historians deplored the
dearth of accouats that recorded the experiences of ordinary people concerning
the various eras of history. I vaguely felt that I could make some contribution in
that respect. The more | thought about it, I came to the conclusion that, if I
wanted to present a true picture of the times, I should include all that I
remembered about community aspirations, attitudes and beliefs T have
witnessed.

What at first seemed to be a not too difficuli task suddenly became a major
project, requiring a good deal of research in order to get the historical facts
right. Memory can play astonishing tricks regarding places, dates and even
persons. Fortunately, ving in Canberra I had ready access to the National
Library where T found practically all the books I needed to verify the events [
was going to include in my story.
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I also had a lot of valuable assistance from the RAAF concerning the history of
the locations where 1 had been stationed during my service life. Newspaper
offices kindly provided cuttings from past editions that I required and the
Cierman Archives even sent mie a copy of the accident report from the Luftwaffe
authorities concerning the accident in 1944 when I was involved in a crash that
killed the pilot and the navigator of our Heinkel bomber.

Generally, in relation to the disiant past, suitable sources of information were
often difficult to find. However, by referring to letters, postcards, photos,
documents and death notices that 1 had in my possession or which I obtained
from family members, I was able to slowly piece together a comprehensive
story. Diaries would have been useful but, regrettably, not everybody is
encouraged in his youth to write a personal journal.

I don't know what motivated me to start keeping a diary after my posting to
Richmond in 1974, but these notes, together with the scrap books I began to
collect when I joined the RAAF in 1965, were a welcome source of information.
My wife Stella had the foresight to preserve all the letters I sent from Vietnam
which helped me to support my recollections of that period.

When deciding on the contents of an autobiography one has to consider the
question of mtimate relationships and the obvious need not to cause offence to
persons still living. The questions of how much should be disclosed, whether it
is necessary to dwell perhaps inappropriately on bad experiences and how one
should treat the recollections of difficult periods, require careful consideration.
There is an old maxim that one should not speak ill of the dead. Neither should
one be unkind to someone when there is the possibility of misunderstanding
actions and intentions. After much thought, I concluded that I would refer to
unpleasant experiences only in relation to the question as to how much they
influenced my life. Obviously, one cannot ignore certain facts just because the
memory of them is unpleasant.

Format and structure are important. As I discovered fairly early in the process,
the initial concept has to be continuously varied whenever new ideas or
additional information come to hand. This entails frequent and sometimes
irritating revision, reorganisation of chapters as well as changes to the planned
overall layout.

Fortunately, my experiences in writing papers and reports during my time as an
investment analyst with J.B. Were & Son in Melbourne, the intensive training I
recetved in the Air Force through the Staff College Tutorial Course, the writing
of manuals for the Department of Defence, plus the rigorous presentation
requirements for the assignments during the BA Course at the University of
Queensland had given me a solid grounding in that respect.
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Much to the advantage of the modern author, the amazing facility of word
processing enables the writer to re-arrange the text at will and without much
bother, its beauty being that one can put on file thoughts and information that
come to hand well ahead of the chronological position and the intended
composition of the text. I really think that I could not have achieved the
progress 1 made without that facility. T was lucky that my son Harry is a
computer wizard. He assisied me greatly with the setting up of the required
system and giving me advice when needed.

I am glad that right from the start I commenced with the compilation of a
bibliography and also developed summaries of contents as the story unfolded. I
also thought about incorporating photocopies of relevant documents, certificates
and letters which could add to the reality of the story and conscientiously
collected anything I thought to be of value.

As far as the tools are concerned, a good dictionary of the English language is
indispensable and so is Roget's Thesaurus. Books of quotations and
colloquialism are also helpful. If one includes words from other languages,
foreign dictionaries are a must. To verify references to historical events a
collection of Yearbooks comes in handy.

On reflection, the earlier draft was perhaps not as lucid as it should have been.
But as the author gains experience whilst writing, he improves his style, syntax
and grammar. Struggling along I soon realised that in order to write good prose,
it is necessary to have a wide-ranging knowledge of quotations, memorable
passages of literary works, descriptive phraseclogy and even the odd poem. To
that end I resorted to the time-honoured device of opening an old-fashioned
Commonplace Book in which I jotted down anything useful that caught my
attention whilst reading. It proved an invaluable tool in the long run,

Periodical proofreading and editing would have been advantageous, but 1
thought that because of the volume of the material to be sifted, it was more
important to get the relevant data and my accompanying thoughts keyed in first
and worry about the revision later. Stella subsequently spent many hours in
going through the draft, pointing out any errors, inconsistencies and passages in
want of improvement. I am greatly indebted for her assistance.

At this point, T would also like to express my sincere appreciation to Ms
Summer-Rochelle Blackman and Ms Roz Bourke of the Aerospace Centre,
RAAF Base Fairbairn, who played a significant role in the preparation of the
manuscript for publication. Without their skill and dedication it would not have
been possible to complete the task within the timeframes available.
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The foregoing reflections have continuously occupied my mind ever since and
the work involved in writing my memoirs has been absorbing to say the least. In
retrospect, reliving the past was a most interesting and pleasant experience in
many ways, but there were some traumatic moments too. [ suppose that going
over one’s life by way of writing an autobiography could in many ways be
likened to subjecting oneself to psychoanalysis. In both cases, the objective is to
talk about the past and by doing so disclose associations that often had a
disastrous effect on the individual at the time, but were subsequently buried in
the subconscious, yet continue to influence relationships, personality traits,
attitndes and fears.

Eringing the hidden associations out of the closet has the effect of seeing things
in an entirely new light, the individual suddenly beginning to understand the
circumstances surrounding disturbed relationships and the causes of events that
remained unclear until then. I am not ashamed to state that I shed many tears
and more than once broke down as I tried to put cerfain memories into words.
Inevitably, catharsis must follow when repressed experiences and ideas are
brought forth into consciousness. Has the exercise been beneficial? I believe so.
I may not be a perfectly adjusted person in the sense of the textbook, but T no
longer agonize about the sometimes difficult relationships encountered during
my childhood, a failed marriage and the brushes with death during the wars.
And all that without professional counselling, hours on the couch and hefty bills
to pay!
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To Stella

So, if these scattered lines
Should be approved in aftertimes,
If it both pleases and endures,
The merit and the praise are yours!

Jonathan Swift, 1720
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Chapter One

A Time to Kill and a Time to Die

describes the scene at a prestigious German grammar school in the days

before World War I as the Commanding Officer welcomes the new intake
of fourteen-year-old boys. With a stern look on his face the Colonel tells the
assembled crowd:

I:rnst von Salomon in his famous novel Die Kadetten (The Cadets)
—

‘(ventlemen you have come here to learn how to die!”

I 1964, when I joined a Signal Regiment of the Citizen Military Forces (CMF),
the platoon leader told us that we had enlisted in order to learn ‘how to kill the
enemy’.

I forget what they told us when we were called up for service in World War II,
but it was most likely something along the same lines, because killing and dying
are the two central themes of the military culture,

On that fateful morning in November 1941, when we were about to take the first
step into an uncertain future in which we were to put our lives on the line, I
doubt that anyone of the large group of conscripts that had gathered on the main
square in the Austrian city of Linz was aware of the implications of going to
war. Nor would anyone have engaged in philosophical contemplations about the
prospect of killing people legitimately.

Moods were generally subdued and T don't remember any great excitement,
certainly not the public enthusiasm of the days of 1939. Toc many people had
already been killed in two years of fighting. Still, Genmany's fortunes looked
good and it was tacitly accepied that one had to do one's ultimate duty expecied
from a citizen of the Reich.

Immediately after the roll call a group of unfriendly and ill-humoured Luftwaffe
NCOs took charge of the assembled recruits. Their ferocious shouting
succeeded in transforming the lively and spirited crowd into a flock of
frightened sheep, giving us a foretaste of things to come.

A special frain took us across the border of Austria to the city of Pilsen in the
neighbouring Republic of Czechoslovakia (CSR), now occupied by Germany
and designated as the Reichsprotektorat (the German official title given to the
occupied CSR).
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Having arrived after a long night’s journey, we disembarked and formed into a
long column. As we marched along the still deserted streets in the misty light of
the cold winter morning, we encountered only a few people on their way to
work, their attitudes giving us a foretaste of what we may expect.

Observing yet another mob of a thousand Germans being taken to the training
mills that churned out fighting men for the war must have stirred the feelings of
the local population. Whilst some waved and smiled, most people we saw
looked hateful, some sad, a few even spat on the ground.

When we finally reached the barracks at the ouiskirts of town, we were moved
on to the tarmac area. A colonel, who wore a conspicuous decoration that
indicated he had served in the Spanish civil war, eyed the assembled crowd
approvingly.

‘Welcome, men!” he shouted and immediately proceeded to sort us out in an
obviously well-practised routine.

“‘Who has got a driver's licence? Three steps forward, Sergeant, your new
transport drivers. Move them off!’

‘All those who can touch-type — three steps forward. Teleprinter training!”

‘Anyone with experience in telecommunication work? Three steps forward. Off
with them to the linesmen training company!’

Then came the climax. With a big smile on his face, the Colonel said:

‘Now then! Who of you men was a member of the Flieger Hitler Jugend (a
branch of the Hitler Youth interested in glider training) or the NSFK (the Civil
Flying Corps)? Good! Three steps forward. You will be trained as air crew
wireless operators. Congratulations!’

Thus 1 found myself without any effort of my own selected for a career 1 had
never thought of. The prospect of flying offered new vistas, but the hectic
routine to which we were immediately subjected left us little time to think.

Arriving af the precinets of our company, we were sorted into individual squads,
allocated sleeping quarters and taken to the clothing store for kitting. Shouting
Prussian corporals acquainted us with regulations, procedures, discipline and an
endless string of prescriptions of do’s and don’ts. Everything said was short and
to the point.

It soon became evident that they considered us Osfmdrker, that unfortunate and
to most Austrians offensive term introduced by the German regime after the
annexion, as some kind of ignorant colonials who had to be taught the basics of
life before being turned into useful soldiers.
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A Time to Kill and a Time to Die

‘We will transform you into real men. We shall grind your balls until they will
start to glow like electric light bulbs. You are too stupid to know how to shit!’
we were told.

The fierce attitude and the disdainful expressions on the faces of our instructors
left us in no doubt that they meant business. Everything had to be performed on
the double, even going to the dining hall or the ablutions.

On the next day we learned that our platoon leader, Oberfeldwebel (Flight
Sergeant) Weisser was on leave and that until then junior NCOs would
supervise our training. They vowed to prepare us for a real surprise — the flight
sergeant was TOUGH! What they could do with us was nothing compared with
what he would do!

One wintry morning, a tall and morose looking sergeant stood at the edge of the
drill square, watching the corporals incessantly chasing us up and down, making
us take cover on the red gravel, jump up, advance and take cover again. The
man had red hair, and bore a stony expression on his face. Oberfeldwebel
Weisser had arrived.

As we lined up for a break, huffing and puffing, covered with mud and sweat,
the fearsome man moved slowly forward.

“Thank you, Corporal. At ease men!” he bellowed.

‘Now then’ he continued, ‘T have observed this disgraceful performance of you
young dogs for an hour. Never in my life have I seen such a lacklustre effort.
Well, from now on this is going to change. You don’t know yet what you are in
for. But I guarantee you that at the end of these three months we will have
turned you into useful German soldiers. From this moment on I am taking over
and may God help you!’

The corporals had not been wrong. He was tough! And unrelenting! The
slightest mistake or omission, like failing an inspection, being caught walking
instead of running, resulted in punishment ingeniously designed to cause
maximum physical discomfort.

His menacing appearance and plain nastiness soon earned him the nickname
Oherfeldwebel Bluthund (Flight Sergeant Bloodhound).

Qur training was thorough, hard, brutal and sadistic. As I found out much later,
many of the drill practices employed in our regiment were illegal, some of them
explicitly forbidden under the German Military Code. These included ordering
the occupants of a room to remove the furniture and arrange it on the barracks
square, then move it back and have the room ready for inspection in record
time,
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However, who would have dared to complain? It would certainly have resulted
in “The Treatment® which was worse than death. In fact, one of the boys whom I
knew from my high school days could not take it and committed suicide. He
was the son of a colonel.

The general attitude of cur superiors was obviously influenced by an often
quoted pronouncement by the Fiihrer to the effect that the German youth was:

Fast as greyhounds, tough like leather and hard as Krupp steel.

Just as well that at the age of nineteen years one can take a surprising amount of
physical punishment. Tt is a different matter when you are in your thirties and
have not been active in sport. One unfortunate man in our company was in that
category. Because of his ‘essential’ occupation he had missed earlier call-ups
and now found himself amongst that wild mob of young greyhounds.

One late afternoon, exhausted from the Schleifen (the grinding on the barracks
square), he fell asleep during a lecture by the company commander, When the
captain noticed the dozing figure he became hysterical.

‘How dare you fall asleep in the presence of an officer!” he screamed.

I think the good captain took it as a personal affront. After all, NCOs were
demigods but officers were positively divine beings, entitled to worship and
most of all, unquestioned obedience.

Qur platoon was particularly unfortunate because of the perfectionist attitude
and sadistic disposition of the flight sergeant. No other detail of the company
was constantly on the double nor drilled in such an exhausting manner. The
chaps from other platoons often grinned and made sarcastic remarks when they
waiched us being chased about.

‘Poor bastards! The Weisser’s mob again!” they would say.

To what extent Weisser would go in his sadism may be illustrated by the fact
that, when other squads would march from the accommodation blocks to the
lecture hall for Morse code training, they carried the stools from the sleeping
quarters over their shoulders. Not us! We had to hold them out in front of our
chests and hop along like kangaroos, all the way to the lecture hall and back. It
was designed to toughen our legs for the Parademarsch (goose-stepping) we
were told.

If the flight sergeant was particularly annoyed about some unfortunate creature,
he would order the offender into his room where the man, dressed in great coat
and wearing the heavy steel helmet on his head, had to perform a hundred or
more knee jerks, holding the rifle with outstretched arms. And all that in front of
the blazing stove. No wonder, we were constantly alert and careful not to fall
into disgrace.
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A particularly ridiculous incident may illustrate what kind of punishment was
meted out in certain circumstances. One day, at morning parade, the tall and
skinny sergeant major was in a very bad mood.

*Who of you monkeys has been on dental parade yesterday momning?’ he
queried. ‘Three steps forward.’

Two recruits marched to the front.

“Well then, which one of you two pigs pissed into the sandbox in the doctor’s
waiting room?’ the sergeant major asked.

‘Come on. I haven't got all day. Both of you? I can’t believe it. I'll see you in
my office after drill. And will you be sorry!’

As we heard later, the two boys who hailed from a remote mountain village in
the Awustrian Alps, had been sitting for a long time in the dentist's waiting room.
When they eventually felt the need to relieve themselves, they were too
embarrassed to ask the pretty nurse at the reception desk for the toilet.

Being in distress, they decided to misuse the sandbox in the waiting room
which, of course, was intended for emergency fire fighting during an air raid.
As soon as the dentist discovered the misdeed he phoned the regiment.

For their misdemeancur, the two hillbillies received special treatment that I am
sure they would never have forgotten for the rest of their lives. For two weeks
they were undergoing extreme punishment drill during the lunch break as soon
as they had eaten their meal. They then had only a few moments to clean up,
change and fall in for the afiernoon activities.

When we were considered to have learned enough of ceremonial drill without
fouling up, we had to assemble on the tarmac to take the oath. Six selected
recruits placed their left hand on the lowered regimental standard, symbolically
representing the new intake, and we all repeated the sombre words of the cath,
swearing total allegiance to the Commander-in-Chief, Adolf Hitler, the self-
appointed Fiihrer of the nation.

Much has been written in post-war literature about that unusual and compelling
oath. It weighed heavily on every soldier's conscience, and it certainly fostered
unquestioned obedience. Significantly, it was that oath which would often be
cited in war crime trials as the excuse for unjustifiable actions.

For the first few weeks of our training we were confined to barracks. With all
the hectic activity going on, the constant attention to our kit which was
inspected daily, cleaning rifles and other duties we wouldn't have had time to

spare anyway.
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In preparation for our first outing we were subjected to lectures about behaviour
in public, good manners and etiquette. When the much anticipated critical
Sunday arrived, we were led into town under the supervision of our corporals
who, like doting mothers, were supposed to make sure that we behaved
properly. The final insult, T guess,

That first chaperoned outing traditionally led to the ‘Deutsche Haus', that grand
café of Pilsen which was then still a glamorous establishment of a more cuitured
era. There, under the watchful eye of proud corporals, we were allowed to enjoy
the famous Pilsner beer and engage in civilised conversation governed by
accepted protocol.

Those were different days to be sure.

From then on we could apply for shore leave, provided we were not rostered for
extra duties, like fire pickets awarded for defaunlts. Alas, with the exhaustive
drill, study for exams and other chores, plus the five kilometre walk to the city,
let alone the fact that the sex drive was temporarily in neutral because of
physical fatigue, not many of us ventured out during the whole three months.

Nevertheless, our coming-out involved yet another of those traditional German
military practices of yore.

One morning about 5 o’clock, the door to our room was noisily torn open. In
rushed the Orderly Sergeant, followed by Orderly Officer, CO and Medical
Officer. A barked order made us jump out of bed, our night shirts came off and
we had to stand to attention in front of our bunks.

It dawned on us that we were in for the embarrassing ritual of a Schwarzparade
— the dreaded VD inspection.

‘Whilst a corporal positioned himself outside the toilet block to make sure that
nobody from the now wide awake company tried to relieve himself before being
checked out, the MO ordered Pull back! and Squeeze!

Considering our monastic existence, everyone just had to be clean. Only one
unfortunate baby-faced virginal youngster who could not comply with the MO's
direction was later counselled to submit himself to what the sergeant described
as a ‘Jewish cut’, that {s to say a belated circumeision. Not a pleasant experience
for a boy of nineteen!

One break from the daily routine occurred when we had to travel to Prague to
undergo the decompression chamber test which was required to assess medical
fitness for aircrew training. That test had also an educational purpose, namely to
acquaint the candidates with the perils of oxygen starvation.
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The standard test involved the writing down of a series of descending numbers
from a thousand down, whilst the air mixture flowing into the chamber became
less and less oxygen-rich, representing higher altitude levels, Each minute, on a
signal from the observer outside the chamber, we had to interrupt the number
sequence and write down a long word given to us before the test. Mine was
'Luftwaffendienstvorschriftenhandbuch’ {Air Force Procedural Manual), a brain-
teaser under any circumstances.

The progressively increasing occurrence of errors in the numerical sequence
written down, plus the distorted appearance of the operative word, strikingly
illustrated how awareness and concentration decreases as the oxygen level gets
lower. In fact it was quite frightening to see what errors one can produce
without being aware of the condition suffered. As it is well known, death
through oxygen starvation is swift and painless.

Sundays were usually occupied with letter writing. Reminiscent of my days at
boarding school, during the first few weeks all incoming, as well as outgoing
mail was censored.

Contrary to expectations, we received no lectures of a political nature. The only
occasion was when we assembled to listen to a broadcast that informed the
nation of the Japanese attack at Pear]l Harbor that brought the US into the war.

Christmas provided welcome

relaxation from our absorbing

routine. There was an official

function, which we somehow

resented because of its formal

nature, but on Christmas Eve we

were allowed to celebrate in our

own quarters. It was a far more

mas away from home, intimate and congenial affair. A

Author third from left. little fir tree procured from the

nearby woods was decorated with candles and we laid the tables with some
goodies from the parcels that we had received from our families.

The first Christmas away from home is always a sad occasion, everybody’s
thoughts being with the loved ones back home. Surprisingly, Oberfeldwebel
Weisser, who had been invited, displayed a hint of human feelings, but he
probably felt exactly as we did.

We completed our arduous training in February 1942 and, after a faultless
passing-out parade, were transferred to Briinn (Brno), the capital of the province
of Moravia.
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- 'There, attached to the local Base Squadron, we would have to wait until a new
course at the Flugnachrichtenschule (aircrew signals school) was due to
commence. We were also joined by another group of recruits who had been
trained in Vienna. Much to our astonishment, they presented themselves as a
spirited mob, not totally crushed like us poor blokes from Pilsen.

During that interlude we were under the sole charge of a flight sergeant who
bore the ominous name of Ddmmerer. He was a hefty former heavyweight and
considered himself ‘tough’. He certainly did not take any nonsense, but in stark
contrast to Oberfeldwebel Weisser, was quite an amicable character.
Nevertheless, when upset, he could roar like a lion, making seasoned NCOs pale
with fear,

With a play on his name, that in a wider sense could be interpreted as ‘The
Destroyer’, his favourite expression was ‘Ich zerddmmere Sie!” (I'm going to
demolish you!), perhaps an exclamation uttered with subconscious associations
of former bloody exploits in the ring.

His favourite phrase quickly earned him the nickname ‘Der Dédmmereffekt’ —
the German term for the ‘Heavyside Layer Effect’, that well-known
phenomenon that occurs in the ionised gaseous layer of the upper atmosphere,
playing havoc with radio transmission during dusk.

Our training now concentrated on radio science, practical exercises on
communication equipment, and efforts to improve our Morse code speed.
Inevitably, there were also field exercises and toughening-up drill, but far less
sadistic than at Pilsen.

As [ said before, Dimmerer, in spite of his ferocious acting, was fair and deep
down a friendly person. Being visibly proud of his physical prowess, he often
seemed to expect that his charges also had to be athletic. Once, outraged when
he spotted four men struggling with a cupboard, he declared that, if anyone was
game enough to dare him to a wager, he would carry it up to the fourth floor on
his back. Nobody did.

There was an unexpected bonus. Because of the proximity of Brno to Vienna, a
special weekend train had been provided. All local units had a quota of seats
and a nmumber of those fortunate enough not to have been in trouble during the
week could get a leave pass. True to his style, the Flight Sergeant had a sporting
way of selecting the lucky ones. On the Friday morning parade he would
suddenly shout:

‘All of you who want to go on weekend leave — to the fence — on the double!”

The sprinters who reached the perimeter fence first, received the coveted ticket.
I don’t think I ever ran the hundred metres as fast as on these occasions.
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Funnily enough, being exposed to the freezing winter temperatures in that part
of Europe fostered in my mind the germination of a far-reaching idea. One day
during a field exercise, when the temperature was -30 degrees Celsius, icicles
had formed on our eyebrows and our hands could hardly bold the rifles, the
thought flashed through my mind that, should I survive the war, | would migrate
to a warmer country with palm trees, blue seas and lovely bare-breasted native
girls, clad in flimsy grass skirts, frolicking on sunny beaches.

1 could not of course have foreseen that fourteen years later 1 would actually
realise my dream — well, aimost.

Brno offered many fascinating historical atiractions, like the ancient Spielberg
fortress with its gruesome dungeons, as well as cultural activities. I once earned
& free ticket to to sec La Bohéme.

T should mention that at that point in time in pursuance of established practice
and an attempt to alleviate boredom amongst the many soldiers stationed in the
city, the Army had opened a controlled bordello, colloquially known as the Puff-

Some of our boys became regular visitors and a young and handsome man
acquired instant fame when one of the ladies adopted him as her quasi
boyfriend, plying him with cigarettes, drinks and occasionally letting him have
it for free.

Even our Oberfeldwebel was impressed.

In April 1942 our interilude came to an end and we were posted to the fraining
school at Koniggritz, the ancient royal city of Bohemia, known as Hradec
Kralové in Czech.

Before our departure, there was a carefree farewell function when drinks flowed
freely, happy tunes were sung and the jokers amongst the crowd performed their
antics. The Flight Serpeant joined in the fun but he had his own surprise in
store. Early on the following morning he took us on a ten kilometre hike.

‘To clear your lungs of the smoke’, he said.

The course at Koniggritz consisted of four individual stages of two months’
duration. Progress examinations were held every week and at the end of each
stage, plus a final test at the end of the course. Trainees were allowed to repeat
one failed stage. Those who failed a second time, were posted to Stuka and
other bomber formations as rear gunners. Such a unit was stationed at the
airfield and we heard a lot about the disadvantages of being radio operator/rear
gunner on the famous Ju 87 dive bomber.
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It seems that the aircraft was not very popular. Enemy fighter planes would
attack from the rear and always at that critical moment when the aircraft came
out of the dive, temporarily hanging in the sky like a ripe plum. The unfortunate
bloke in the back seat got the full blast, resulting in a relatively short life
expectancy for that category.

Furthermore, there were frightening stories about the cumulative effect of the
split second blackout caused by the tremendous G-Forces experienced during
the recovery from the dive. It was rumoured that many dive bomber fliers
eventually landed in the psychiatric ward, their brains having been permanently
damaged. Such stories greatly influenced our study efforts and determination to
pass the course.

We now concentrated on radio science, Morse code practice, navigation, air
gunnery, meteorology and recognition of enemy aircraft types. There were drill,
target practice and field exercises. The intermediate stage also featured the
tasking NCO course which was a necessary requirement for the promotion to
the rank of Unteroffizier (Sergeant).

Our instructional staff displayed a very high standard of professionalism. Many
officers and senior NCOs had extensive combat experience, indicated by their
decorations. The Iron Cross 1st Class was then awarded for one hundred
missions, the Deutsche Kreuz in Gold (German Cross in Gold) for three
hundred. Most of their missions had taken place over England.

The extensive syllabus imposed a heavy workload and we were kept busy at all
times. The school was run under a tight management, expecting strict discipline,
often irritating adherence to daily kit inspection standards, military bearing and
academic achievements. A number of men failed and, in the final outcome, our
original contingent had shrunk from eighty hopefuls to less than thirty.

Once again, we rarely went ashore being occupied with studying or extra duty
for errors and omissions. People who failed the weekend Morse code test were
routinely ordered to participate in additional practice after stand down.

On Saturday mornings there was an orgy of scrubbing, plank scouring and
tidying up the cupboards. The cleaning exercise, which saw floods of water
brushed through the ablutions area and the corridors, was referred to as ‘Rein
Schiff’, scrubbing the deck, that is.

Uninitiated newcomers might have wondered why a flying corps should use that
and other nautical expressions in the daily routine. Anecdotal tradition seems to
trace that tendency back to the days when a number of ex-Navy NCOs had been
recruited to form the nucleus of the Luftwaffe.

The clinical inspections before lunch were thorough. Sometimes a whole room
would fail, which meant confinement to barracks over the weekend.
Nonetheless, depending on the sense of humour of the inspecting officer, the
inspections had their lighter moments too. '

10
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For instance, our sergeant major, who was a very short man, once spotted in my
cupboard a pair of kid gloves which Steffi had sent to me in anticipation of my
promotion. Fingering the gloves he queried:

“What's this? Kid gloves already? You are not Unteroffizier yet!’

At that moment, his eyes fell on Steffi's glamorous studio photo which,
according to custom, 1 had mounied on the inside of the cupboard door.
Seemingly stunned he raised himself up on his toes, took the picture down,
whilst handing back the gloves which had suddenly lost their inferest. Staring at
the photo he exclaimed:

‘Man. Man. What a woman. Absolutely crazy!’
Looking me up and down he muttered admiringly:
‘Man, you must be some lover-boy!”

Srill entranced and grinning, he left our room without bothering about
continuing the inspection, Qur hilarity was almost riotous.

On Saturday afternoons there was the weekly punishment drill for defaulters,
usually carried out with gas masks. Once, caught out with a minor offence, I
was given the option of two hours extra drill or being rostered on three
weekends for duty. I opted for the former.

One particularly nasty East-Prussian NCO was known to position himself at the
main gate when he was orderly sergeant, and carry out random dress
inspections. Once he ordered me to roll up a trouser leg to check whether I was
wearing the regulation sock suspenders. Fortunately 1 was. Having to walk back
to the quarters in order to fix up the discrepancy would have made going ashore
unatiractive.

Another foible of his was his insistence that you had to have a packet of
condoms in your pocket.

1 think it should be put on record, that during the whole eighteen months I spent
on Czechoslovakian territory, we were never harassed by the local population,
but treated in a civil manner. As I was to discover later in France and, painfully
during the subsequent occupation of German and Austrian ferritory after 1945
itself, life in an occupied country goes on irrespectively.

Itfis, of course, not a normal life, but survival being the strongest motivating
fafctor in humankind, people will always find some form of accommodation
with the occupying forces. One has o eat to stay alive and trade and commerce
must go on to ensure income and support. Furthermore, ordinances issued by
the occupying power must be observed for fear of reprisals.

11
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Historical evidence shows that even limited fraternisation may take place. As
Leon Uris says, those who have never mingled sweat with the enemy in bed,
will never learn to understand each other. Nevertheless, there is always the hard
core resistance of patriotic or fanatical forces. It is their activities that make
headlines and all too often distort the true picture.

Our first familiarisation flights took place in a FW 38, known as ‘Weihe’
fHarrier), one of those earlier military aircraft built with a fuselage of plywood
and canvas, no longer suitable for combat, but still useful for training.

Before getting into operating the radio equipment, we practised shooting from
the aircraft at floating targets on a nearby lake and later, when we had to qualify
with recorded target hits, at the firing range.

In-flight training on the radic was then carried out in Ju 52 and Ju 86 aircraft.
Initially, this was practised on the FUG 3 radio set, but later on the state-of-the-
art FUG 10.

Tor the purpose of tactical communications the school had devised an ingenious
setting that provided a very realistic scenario of a full flight of bombers on a
mission. It consisted of the recovered and refurbished rear sections of twenty
bodies of crashed Heinkel 111 bombers which had been positioned in a huge
hall, wired to a command centre that simulated the communication procedures
during an actual mission flown over England.

During the exercise we had to carry out all the procedures which would have
been necessary in the real situation according to the instructions contained in the
OPS order and certain unexpected events, advised by the directions issued from
the command centre.

The simulated flight involved dead reckoning navigation, plotting the flight
progress and recording course changes. Some of these would be made to evade
enemy fighter planes and we had to correctly record the position after the
evasive action on the navigation chart and calculate the new course,

In order to make it all as realistic as possible, the radio operators were strapped
in their seats and dressed in full flying gear with helmet and goggles. It was a
very advanced and realistic concept for those days. Nowadays such exercises
would be conducted on a simulator.

Naturally, that progressive and most effective training aid was the pride of the
school. Whenever a staff inspection or the visit of a VIP was announced, a flight
had to be detailed at short notice in order to demonstrate our impressive training
facilities.

12
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One of the highlights towards the end of the course was a 40 kilometre march to
the battlefield of Kéniggritz where in 1866 the Prussians had defeated the
Austrians in an unfortunate fratricidal war instigated by the German Chancellor
Bismarck. There, whilst we were resting, an officer would give a complete
resumé of the happenings at that historical encounter, which is also known as
the Battle of Sadova.

There was a funny sideline to the ritual of that outing.

The commandant of the station was then an aged officer of the former glorious
Austrian K & K Army, reactivated from retirement. Since the German military
did not have much time for these gentlemanly officers which they considered as
inefficient when measured by Prussian standards, the colonel, like many of his
former comrades, had been placed in a non-sensitive position.

Every time a company was due to return from their outing to the battlefields, the
good old colonel would position himself at the main gate in order to take the
salute. The march-past required forming up into full drill order with rifles held
tight, eves right and the inevitable Parademarsch (ceremonial goose-step).

Since goose-stepping is quite a physical effort, particularly after having covered
a 40 kilometre hike and with blisters on the feet, we did not look forward to that
performance. But, as the gentleman’s habits were well known, we had of course
been forewarned and thus ample time to straighten up before approaching the
main gate.

One of the peculiar foibles of the colonel was that he had selected his own
marching tune which had to be played by the band whenever he was on parade,
sort of a Wagnerian Leitmotif one could say. Since the troops had invented some
unprintable lyrics to go with it, everybody had a grin on his face as we marched
in perfect order past the diminutive OC. He would then smile benevolently and
in true Austrian Imperial Army style salute with a jovial nod of his head.

Towards the end of 1942 the fortunes of war turned against Germany when a
whole army was defeated at Stalingrad. Shortly after the disaster had been
announced to the nation, Dr Goebbels, the Minister of Propaganda, delivered his
“Total War’ speech at the Sportspalast (sporting arena) in Berlin, yet another
event when we were required to assemble and listen to the historical radio
broadcast.

We could not have fathomed then what disasters lay ahead for Germany and us
insignificant participants in the war.

Tarly in 1943 T had my first home leave since the call up in November 1941.
Naturally, I spent the two weeks in Vienna with one of my aunts. Uncle was
then serving on the Russian front and, much to our regret, had not been home
for over a year.

13
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When I returned to the school, T found that most members of the course had
already been posted to Prague for training on Ju 88 dive bombers. The officer
addressing the twenty remaining graduates read out a list of names that included
mine,

‘Congratulations!” he said.

‘T am pleased to tell you that you are now promoted to the rank of Unteroffizier.
You will immediately go to the tailor shop and have your silver braid sewn on
to your blouses! When that has been done, report to the orderly room where you
will receive your marching orders. You are attached to Blindflugschule II at
Semlin (Zemun) in Yugoslavia for further training. I think you’ll depart
tonight!’

The Czech tailors smiled as we arrived — they were traditionally entitled to a
gratuity on account of our now greatly increased remuneration which, in
addition to the daily rate of pay, also meant a monthly salary to be paid into a
nominated bank account.

As we emerged from the tailor shop, resplendent with the shining new silver
braid around our collars, we received salutes, new trainees would jump to
attention and literally fall over themselves to open the doors for the new
‘demigods’,

The sergeant major welcomed us to the Unteroffizierskorps and advised us that
it was tradition to donate one week’s pay to the Sergeant's Mess. The money
would be gladly received at the orderly room.

‘Please, gentiemen, settle before you leave the unit!”

Who cares about one week’s pay! We made it!

14
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Chapter Two

Kampfgeschwader 53 ‘Legion Condor’

having settled at a window seat on the overcrowded transport train to

various Balkan destinations, I engaged in some daydreaming, trying to
envisage what lay ahead. My contemplations were suddenly interrupted when a
steel-helmeted sergeant beckoned to me:

On the way to Belgrade we had a stopover in Vienna. The next evening,

‘Follow me!” he said.

Squeezing through the crowded corridors, I was taken to the compartment
where the captain in charge of the train had established his office. Several other
NCOs were already present.

The officer explained that we were about to enter Partisan-infested territory.
Since derailments through mines on the track and attacks on transport trains did
happen, extreme security measures were necessary. Accordingly, we had been
selected to take charge of individual carriages. Our task was to roster armed
guards to be positioned at each end and supervise their alertness. Whenever the
train stopped we were to descend and make sure that no suspicious persons
approached the carriages and should check that no magnetic mines were placed
underneath.

I felt as if T had been thrown into the deep end. Conscientiously trying to live up
to expectations of my new responsibilities, I did not get any sleep that night,

On arrival at Zemun, where in contrast to Vienna the weather was oppressively
hot, we were advised to check the notice board. To my surprise, I found that I

was rostered to be guard commander.

The next morning, when 1 had finished my duty and refurned to my room, I
faced a smiling young Unteroffizier leaning against one of the bunks.

‘Hello Franz Korbl” he said.

Unable to place him, I queried: “Where did we meet?’

‘,=A long time ago.” was the answer.

‘]i)o you mean in Pilsen, Brno, Kénigspritz, Berlin — perhaps Ried or Linz?’
‘I;\Io’ he said. ‘Earlier than that — think hard.’

‘Yiema?’

15
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*Yes my friend. Don't you recognise me? I am Bruno.’

Bruno Haller. I could not believe it. The well-to-do child prodigy from my state
school days who had disappeared from my sight when he transferred to a
different high school. All I remember is having seen the posters in the city
advertising his violin concerts and painting exhibitions staged at the age of
twelve.

‘Good God Bruno. What a surprise. What are you doing here?’ [ asked.

‘I am a pilot instructor. How did I find you? I noticed you when you paraded the
guards last night. T immediately said to myself: Franz Kérbl — it has to be him.
We’ll have to get together and celebrate.”

As things go in a war, I lost contact with Bruno but later learned that he had a
distinguished career flying bombers over the Atlantic. I caught up with him and
his parents in Vienna after the war where he had broken into the theatrical
world. On that occasion it was he who did not recognise me!

At Zemun, the new radio operators were paired with pilots to form the nucleus
of future bomber crews. In the days of direciing and ranging via Morse code
transmission to the ground controller, coordination between pilot and radio
operator was of course vital to instrument flying.

I was assigned to Fdhnrich
(Ensign) Schacht who hailed from
the Rhineland. No time was wasted
and we immediately embarked on
- an extensive instrument flying
program of five-hour missions
during the day and also during the
night. In between, there were Link

Trainer (simulator) sessions, navi-

First Crew: Fiahnrich Schacht second "
from right. Author on right. gation classes, meteorology lectures

and other impaortant subjects.

We trained on Ju 52 transpori planes and Heinkel 111 bombers, flying mainly in
the Danube/Sava River basin, and practising QGH (assisted landing manoeuvre)
instrument approaches. For reasons of economy, several aireraft would operate
simultaneously at varying allocated altitude levels during night flying.
Accordingly, the simulated landing approach procedure was actually executed
at high altitude. This meant that the aircraft never touched the ground but that
“finals’ occurred at say 9,000 feet.

There were always tense moments when the aircraft slowed down to landing
speed, followed by full throttle, the roar of the engines revving up and the
aircraft climbing to a new approach position. No wonder, our instructors were
often nervous and irritabie.
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However, there were also pleasant compensations. During daytime, the
instructors would sometimes take us away from the assigned air space and
venture into more interesting regions. I particularly remember a flight over the
Adriatic, cruising at medium altitude over the isles near Dubrovnik — an
unforgettably beautiful experience. On another occasion we flew low along the
Danube River and actually through the ‘Iron Gates’, the narrow mountain gap at
the border between Yugoslavia and Romania,

In contrast to Czechoslovakia, life in Yugoslavia was dangerous. The Partisans
were active and would strike at selected targets at any time. Although we were
free to go into town to enjoy food and wine, we always had to be armed and
look over our shoulders everywhere.

Armed members of the Croatian Usfashi, who were on the German side, would
patrol the streets with hand grenades dangling from their belts, ready to strike at
a moment’s notice. One evening, some men came back to the base ashen-faced,
telling us that they had just witnessed militia-men executing someone in the
main street.

German Army units stationed in Yugoslavia had a hard time. Local air support
was provided by two Ju 88s stationed at the airfield that flew daily sorties into
the mountains to attack enemy strongholds, but I doubt that they were very
effective. Anyone who has seen the rugged mountains from the air would realise
how difficult it was to find the targets, let alone inflict effective damage.

One man from our course was shot dead late at night when he cycled back to the
base from a visit to a tavern, Although such incidents would cause patrols to be
sent out to comb the area, contact with the evasive Partisans was seldom made.

About Easter time the radio beacon at Pancevo was attacked. By the time an
assault group was organised, armed and transported to the location, the enemy
had, of course, disappeared. We spent some twenty uncomfortable hours
patrolling along the estuary of the Sava River, getting drenched by heavy rain in
the process.

T think our course ran over five weeks. When we graduated and obtained our
certificates — the Bordfunkerschein — we were granted home leave, subject to
posting authorities being issued to the gaining squadrons.

The retarn journey was hazardous, The track had been blown up causing a
lengthy delay before we arrived in Vienna. I was lucky to have another two
weeks rest before the telegram arrived that directed me to proceed to Orléans in
France. There I was to report to IV/KG 53 Legion Condor.

Naturally, I was greatly excited by the prospect. We always had vivid fantasies
about the glamorous life in France where the climate was supposed to be
pleasantly warm, the landscape beautiful, food and wine exquisite and the
women adorable. There was even an old German adage: ‘Leben wie der
Herrgott in Frankreich”— to live like the Good Lord in France,
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For obvious reasons, Paris was a stricily controlled area and only people
stationed there were allowed to move about freely. Trapsients, like myself,
received a piece of paper from the Railway Transport Officer (RTO), which
stipulated the route to be adhered to between the Metro and railway stations.
Having been looking forward to see the city, I was naturally disappointed.

The train journey from Paris to Les Aubrais took about an hour. From there it
was only ten minutes by local train to the city of Orléans,

By then I had caught up with more chaps posted to the squadron. Having
ascertained that there was a regular special train at 2130 to the airfield at Bricy
we had plenty of time to look around town. There was so much to see an do —
the many historical buildings, the fabulous shops in the main street, the soldier's
club; and savouring some of the many fabulous local diversions which were
available. According to all the enthusiastic accounts we heard, life was quite
acceptable there.

Orléans had been bombed by German planes during the assault in 1940, The
Stukas had been selective, destroying part of the quarter near the central square,
but avoiding the magnificent Cathedral, the Hétel de Ville and other historic
features like the statue of Joan of Arc.

At the comer of Rue de Commerce and the city square, a large building had
been fitted out as the Soldarenheim (Soldier’s Club) which was run by the Red
Cross. It provided food, drinks and other entertainment. The meals served in the
club were particularly good, with venison, wild boar and other game gracing the
menu. As is well known, the Loire valley is a hunter’s paradise.

With the exception of a few ‘out-of-bounds’ places there were no restrictions on
access to public establishments. One could enjoy the occasional evening in the
balmy atmosphere of the summer months, listen to accordion music, the voices
of local singers or the records of Piaf and Lucienne Boyer, getting pleasantly
intoxicated in the process. Of the many chansons I’ve heard in those days, the
haunting tune of J'aitendrai! has been indelibly inscribed on my mind.

The population at large was friendly. After all, the well-paid Lufiwaffe
personnel plus the large army contingent stationed in the area must have added
substantially to local commerce. According to my recollections most of the
German occupation troops in the larger cities experienced a relatively peaceful
and congenial atmosphere,

It may have been different in the countryside and particularly in the central
mountain region where the Maquis were reported to be active.

As for myself, the fact that I came from Austria and spoke French might have
helped.

Tu n'es pas allemand — tu es autrichien!’ my French friends would say.
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Kampfgeschwader 53 'Legion Condor’

Before I continue with my story, I think T should say few words about the
history of KG 53.

Contrary to popular belief, KG 33 in its role as German Traditionsgeschwader,
a unit designated to continue the name of a historical squadron, had no
connection with the original Legion Condor which operated in Spain during the
Civil War.

That title was given to the contingent of some 6,500 German soldiers who in
Movember 1936 arrived in Spain to fight on General Franco's side. The
politically motivated move followed the carlier arrival of Soviet armaments,
aircraft and advisory personnel to support the Republican cause. Mussolini's
[taly followed suit by dispatching between 40,000 and 60,000 soldiess to the
theatre. During the ensuing operations, the German Luftwaffe personnel flew
IHe 111, Do 17 and Ju 52 bombers,

There was a sprinkling of officers in KG 53 who had served in Spain. However,
I doubi whether the bulk of our men knew much about that part of modern
history, the now raging world war putting the preceding events into the
background.

Since the identifying blue ribbon with the name Legion Condor embroidered in
silver thread on the right sleeve of our jackets was a highly coveted adornment,
newcomers were subjected to a qualifying period and only allowed to wear it
after having been awarded the badge with the wireless operator and rear gunner
symbols. That badge was the equivalent to the 'half wing' in the RAF and
RAAF.

Originally, Luftwajfe squadrons were established in three active Gruppen
(Wings), identified by Roman numerals and consisting of three Staffeln (Flights)
each. During the early stages of World War II when it became obvious that
these units could no longer carry on the training commitments necessary to weld
pilots, navigators, wireless operators and gunners into combat-ready crews, the
squadrons formed a fourth group, solely designated to carry out training and
conversions,

For reasons of military economy, these groups were often stationed on airfields
in occupied territory, thereby relieving active army elements.

Without delay, we were drawn into an active training program that involved
navigation flights, formation flying, bombing runs {either over the range or on
an ingeniousty designed simulator), instructions in tactical behaviour and so on.
Many of the flights took us over picturesque country to exciting locations like
Lyon, Perpignan, Lille, Tours, Chartres and other places.
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